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The Social Implications of Migration in Nepal 

Introduction  

This report summarises key findings from the fifth quarterly conflict assessment, carried 

out by Saferworld within the framework of the Sajhedari Bikaas project. 

The project, which is administered by Pact and funded by USAID, aims to improve the 

ability of targeted communities in six districts in the Far West and Mid-West regions of 

Nepal to direct local development. It does this by establishing and improving an enabling 

environment for community development; improving communities’ ability to access 

resources for development; improving communities’ ability to effectively implement 

inclusive development projects; and increasing the ability of existing and new government 

units to function effectively. 

Existing and emerging conflicts are, or have the potential to become, obstacles to community 

development, inclusive and accountable decision-making and improved governance. A series 

of conflict assessments are being carried out by Saferworld during the Sajhedari Bikaas 

project to ensure that the project is based on sound analysis of the context and an 

understanding of the conflict environment, and to enable it to identify and respond to changes 

in the context.   

Migration within Nepal and to other countries, especially India and the Gulf states, is a major 

phenomenon in Nepal. The Department of Foreign Employment estimates that over 1,000 

Nepalis leave the country every day to migrate for work to India, and this number is rising.
1
 

The majority of those migrating are young working-age men,
2
 although women are also 

migrating.  

This assessment explored perceptions at the community and district level on the social 

impacts of migration. The assessment findings have been structured to reflect the issues faced 

by migrants in the country of emigration: financial and livelihood issues; consequences of 

migration faced by the family; the effects of migration on women associated with migrants, 

as well as female migrants; community implications of migration; and the relationship 

between the government and migration.  Out of six Sajhedari Bikaas districts, this assessment 

focused on three: Dang in the Mid-West region and Kailali and Kanchanpur in the Far West 

region. These districts were selected because they had the highest number of absentees (both 

in total numbers and proportional in relation to their overall population).
3
 

                                                           
1
DoFE (2011), Data on Foreign Labour Migration, www.dofe.gov.np 

2
 According to a study by the Ministry of Labour and Transport Management and IoM (2010), approx. one third 

of working age men have migrated abroad. 
3
 Mega Publication and Research Centre (2013), Village Development Committee and Demographic Profile of 

Nepal: A Socio-Economic Development Database of Nepal. 

http://www.dofe.gov.np/
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The research methodology included two stages. During the first stage information was 

collected through a desk research and review of secondary data; the second stage included 

participatory consultations and field research. The latter was conducted in two phases in the 

same districts. The first phase was exploratory in its design and informed the methodology 

for the second phase of data collection. A total of 9 group discussions (GDs) were held in 

Phase 1: 3 with local experts who were best placed to respond to questions around social and 

economic costs of migration within their districts; 3 GDs with women and men migrants from 

the research districts; and 3 GDs with women and men family members of migrants. In Phase 

2, a total of 57 interviews including Key Informant Interviews (KIIs) and Group Interviews 

(GIs) were conducted separately with male and female migrants, their female and male 

family members, male and female community members, local organisations working on 

migration, government service providers, journalists and local manpower agents. 

The data collection was based on qualitative techniques using in-depth interviews with key 

informants and participatory tools within GDs. In total there were 59 female respondents and 

91 male respondents.  Field research for this assessment took place between the 1
st
 and the 

21
st
 of September 2014; a period just before the Dashain and Tihar holidays, when the 

likelihood of migrants returning home was higher. As it was harvest season, it was also 

expected that migrants from India would be more likely to join their families in Nepal to 

support the labour work.  
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Executive summary of findings 

This research looks at the social impacts of migration on the source communities in Nepal. It 

focuses in particular on its implications on interpersonal relationships, community 

relationships and relations with the state, in the districts of Dang in the Mid-West Region and 

Kailali and Kanchanpur in the Far-West Region. 

The biggest reason for migration was economic. With high levels of vulnerable employment 

and underemployment, migrants go abroad looking for better employment. Youth, who 

constitute a large percentage of the population, are more likely to seek the employment 

opportunities they feel are not available in their village or Nepal. These economic pressures 

are linked to social pressures, which are particularly strong on young men who are 

traditionally expected to provide for their families. The desire for higher standards of living is 

another reason for seeking employment abroad. Overall, more young men were reported to 

have gone abroad than women. Research respondents felt that women were restricted from 

going abroad by cultural expectations, whereby they have to take care of the home, and by 

society’s perceptions of women who go abroad. The research indicated that a migrant’s 

socio-economic status played a part in determining which destination country they went to: 

lower class migrants tended to go to India, often for seasonal work; middle class migrants 

tended to go to Gulf countries; and higher class migrants tended to go to Europe. 

Migrants can face a number of problems during their migration and in their destination 

countries. One of the biggest concerns highlighted were with manpower companies and 

agents. It was reported that these companies would break their promises and change contracts 

when migrants arrived in their destination countries, often changing jobs without the 

migrants’ knowledge. Confiscation of passports and debt repayments were other ways these 

employers forced migrants to accept poor working and living conditions. Women had 

additional threats of sexual abuse and rape. Migrants often faced pressure to keep quiet about 

their conditions, for fear of judgement about the type of employment they were engaged in or 

the social stigma associated with certain jobs. This lack of communication created tension 

between the migrants and their families, who were unaware of what was happening. 

Additional financial stress for migrants was caused by debt burdens or from being robbed 

when crossing the border to/from India. Migrants also experienced health problems due to 

poor living and working conditions. Male migrants are also susceptible to stress and addiction 

as they are culturally inhibited from expressing emotions or vulnerabilities. Concerns that 

returning migrants might have contracted Human Immunodeficiency Virus/ Auto Immune 

Deficiency Virus (HIV/AIDS) were raised by many research participants. The issue of 

industrial accidents and deaths abroad has also been reported in the media. 

Financial problems associated with migration generally fall into one of two categories: issues 

related to a lack of, or limited, funding for families of migrants or family disputes associated 

with remittances. Non-seasonal migration could place an additional burden on agriculturally-

dependent families because of the loss of labour. There were, however, some cases where 
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community support mitigated this. The issue of how remittances were spent was a widely 

discussed topic.  ‘Wise spending’ included spending money on houses, land or education, and 

investing in business ventures. ‘Unwise spending’ included families who were considered to 

‘show off’ their wealth or used the money to live luxurious lifestyles, such as buying modern 

gadgets or jewellery, dining in restaurants, gambling and consuming excess alcohol. 

However, researchers noted a system of loans in the community where those who had 

managed their remittances well, supported others to cover the costs of migration or 

emergencies. This was an example of migration having a positive impact on the community.  

Migration was also found to contribute to empowerment, either because the new experiences 

broadened the migrant’s perspective and helped them become more confident, or because 

migrants gained new skills which they could use upon their return to engage in more 

profitable economic activities. However, increased confidence and freedom could sometimes 

cause problems for female migrants when, upon their return, they were expected to 

reintegrate into a patriarchal society. In addition, migrants with a poor level of education 

often had low skilled jobs while abroad but did not have the same opportunities when they 

returned, sometimes leading to a ‘migration cycle trap.’  

In the research, migration was seen to have significant consequences for the family. Family 

tensions, especially between spouses, increased the stress on both spouses and could lead to 

family disintegration. In cases where there was tension in the relationship with in-laws, a wife 

might move out of the house until her husband returned. Research participants identified that 

infidelity was the biggest social implication of migration, though rumours and perceived 

infidelity seemed to be a significant part of this. There were distinctions in attitudes, 

however, it was seemingly socially accepted that male migrants gone for long periods of time 

would engage in infidelity; whereas wives whose husbands had migrated abroad, who were 

accused of having extramarital relationships, were criticised more heavily. The impacts of 

migration were felt by other family members as well. It was reported that when fathers were 

absent, children would engage in bad behaviour and the elderly worried about their sons 

abroad and who would care for them – a role traditionally fulfilled by sons and their wives. 

The effects of migration on women associated with migrants were arguably the greatest and 

could include a significant increase in vulnerability. It was reported that migration has 

increased violence against women. While their husbands were gone, women feared being 

targeted by thieves or the threat of rape and respondents reported that the threats increased if 

the woman was not living with her in-laws. However, there were also cases of rape within 

households committed by brother-in-laws or father-in-laws. Women were also targeted, 

befriended or blackmailed, by men wanting to gain access to the money they were receiving. 

Wives of migrants also faced increased workloads as they were doing the work of two 

people, but their efforts often went unnoticed. There were also health concerns for wives of 

migrants, not only physical health concerns from the increased workloads, but also sexual 

health concerns. Due to existing patriarchal norms, it is difficult for women to refuse to have 

sex with their husbands or request that protection is used, even if they are concerned about 

contracting HIV. Women were also aware of the damage that rumours can cause and would 
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modify their behaviour accordingly. However, in some cases, it was reported that the absence 

of husbands had empowered women; they were able to make decisions, become heads of 

households and attend community meetings. In cases where the community resisted these 

changes, it was family support that became an important factor in whether women were truly 

empowered. 

Community support for migration and migrants was mixed. Communities provided loans to 

help prospective migrants, but at the same time seemed concerned about the lack of youth in 

villages and some communities treated the wives of migrants poorly. Upon their return, the 

treatment of migrants and their families seemed to be based on how well the migrant had 

financially done and how the money had been spent, including whether loans were provided 

to other community members. However, there was a big difference between how male and 

female migrants were perceived and most research participants indicated they thought women 

should not migrate. A woman who did migrate often needed permission from family; the 

work that she did abroad and her character would be perceived negatively and she would face 

rumours of infidelity and prostitution even if she did well. These negative perceptions could 

cause family breakdowns or, for unmarried women, make it harder to find husbands upon 

their return. However, in addition to the money a migrant brought back, their respect in the 

community depended on where they had gone, with the West being the most respected place 

to work, followed by the Gulf countries and Malaysia and then India. In some cases, doing 

well and having the respect of the community was found to help overcome caste-based 

discrimination, which was reportedly reduced while migrants were abroad. It was also 

observed that in some cases communities and families were becoming more positive about 

women who work outside the home and there was less stigma attached to their status as 

working women.  

In terms of impacts on culture in the community, men were much more vocal than women 

and sighted concerns about funeral rituals, the lack of youth at weddings, impacts on festivals 

and the influence and adoption of other cultures and lifestyles. Migrants said their 

experiences had changed their cultural perspectives. 

In terms of the Government of Nepal and its relationship to migration, most respondents 

complained that the government was both the reason for migration- as they were blamed for 

the lack of employment opportunities- and responsible for failures to effectively regulate 

migration and support migrants. However, the expectations of government support were high 

among some respondents. Criticism of the government was not reserved only for matters 

associated with migration; there were many other criticisms which point towards a wider 

problem in the relationship between the government and its citizens. In some cases though, 

government processes have had to be made available to women, as male family members, 

who would traditionally handle such responsibilities, were not present to carry them out. 

Respondents were, however, very critical that the government was not able to better regulate 

manpower companies. 
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Context background 

Migration within Nepal and to other countries, especially to India and the Gulf states, is a 

major phenomenon in Nepal. According to estimates by the Department of Foreign 

Employment, more than 1,000 Nepalis leave the country every day to migrate for work to 

India, and this number is rising.
4
 Most of those migrating are young working age men,

5
 

although women are also migrating.  

Remittances are a major source of income for Nepal and this has led to a number of studies 

being carried out to understand the economic implications and benefits of external migration 

on development in Nepal. There is very limited research on the social implications of 

migration on the source communities, including the migrants’ families.
6
 Given the high 

number of people migrating, it is expected that the social implications will be significant in 

both positive and negative ways. Previous research carried out by Saferworld
7
 indicates that 

migration poses significant challenges to roles and relationships within families, often 

resulting in family breakdown or an increase in violence, especially domestic violence. There 

is also evidence that migration is both a necessity as well as a trend among young men. This 

is particularly the case in remote villages where it is seen as the only opportunity to earn 

money to sustain their families and escape every-day village routine.  

Research objectives 

Given the poor evidence base to date on the social implications of youth migration in general 

and in the Mid-West and Far West in particular, the fifth conflict assessment takes an 

exploratory approach to gain an overview on three interlinked questions:  

1. What are the implications migration has on interpersonal and family relationships? 

2. What are the implications migration has on community relationships? 

3. What are the implications migration has on the relationships with the state
8
? 

 

                                                           
4
DoFE (2011). Data on Foreign Labour Migration, www.dofe.gov.np 

5
 According to a study by the Ministry of Labour and Transport Management and IoM (2010), approx. one third 

of working age men have migrated abroad. 
6
 Studies seeking to assess the situation in Nepal include Jagannath Adhikari and Mary Hobley (2011), Everyone 

is leaving – who will sow our fields? The Effects of Migration from Khotang District to the Gulf and Malaysia;  
Chandra Bhadra (2013), The impact of Foreign Labour Migration to Enhance Economic Security and Address 
VAW among Nepali Women Migrant Workers and Responsiveness of Local Governance to Ensure Safe 
Migration; Tika Ram Gautam (2005), Causes and Impact of Migration: A Sociological Study of Emigration From 
Kandebash, Baglung, Nepal. These studies focus on Kathmandu, Kaski, Sunsari, Baglung and Khotang districts. 
7
 Saferworld (2014), ‘How can you be a marda if you beat your wife?’ Notions of masculinities and violence in 

Eastern Nepal. 
8
 For the purposes of this assessment, ‘state’ refers to aspects that include government institutions and 

government procedures; decision making and participation in the political discourse and procedures; views, 
perceptions and activism around political issues such as federalism, identity, gender equality and social 
inclusion etc. 

http://www.dofe.gov.np/
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Under each of these headings the research focused on specific aspects within these domains. 

The specific aspects were agreed upon completion of the first field research phase. Potential 

focal areas included, for example, the link between migration and domestic violence, the 

potential of migration to reduce or increase/create social tensions, or implications of 

migration on local decision making.  

Research findings 

1. Reasons for, and typology of, migration in Nepal 

As previously noted, there is a dearth of available literature and analysis on social 

implications of migration compared to its economic implications. However, for this research 

which explores the social implications of migration, what is important is why migrants 

choose to leave the country rather than how many are leaving.  

Those interviewed reported that the overwhelming reasons for migration from Nepal are 

economic. However, there are sub-categories within this for those citing economic 

justifications. 

The highest reported reason for economic migration was unemployment
9
 and 

underemployment
10

 in Nepal. Although Nepal’s unemployment rate is not especially high 

(2.1% in 2008 according to the Government of Nepal
11

) the high rate of under-utilised labour 

is more concerning (30%
12

) as is the very high rate of those engaged in ‘vulnerable 

employment’ (81%
13

). It is, therefore, easy to understand why many look abroad for work, 

especially given the demand for labour in countries such as Malaysia, Qatar, the United Arab 

Emirates (UAE) and Oman. Individuals who are unemployed or underemployed have clear 

reasons for migrating.
14

 These views are heavily supported by the belief that while some 

could survive on privately owned small holdings, for others it would be more difficult and 

would require income supplementation. Many migrants held no land ownership and were at 

the whim of sporadic, temporary employment.
15

 

                                                           
9
Unemployment is defined by the International Labour Organisation (ILO) as the status of being out of work 

and looking for work; adapted from ILO Issues Paper No. 32 and Integration Working Paper No. 90 accessed 
from: http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---
integration/documents/publication/wcms_097760.pdf  
10

According to the ILO, underemployment exists when employed persons have not attained their full 
employment level in the sense of the Employment Policy Convention adopted by the International Labour 
Conference in 1964; accessed from: http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:1:0::NO::: 
11

http://cbs.gov.np/wp-content/uploads/2012/02/NLFS-2008%20Report.pdf 
12

http://cbs.gov.np/wp-content/uploads/2012/02/NLFS-2008%20Report.pdf 
13

 www.ilo.org/public/english/bureau/program/dwcp/download/nepal/pdf; The term vulnerable employment 
is defined as the sum of the employment status groups of own-account workers and contributing family 
workers. 
14

 Group interview with community members, male, Dang, 19/10/2014 
15

 Group interview with family of migrants, female, Dang, 19/10/2014 

http://www.ilo.org/ilolex/english/convdisp1.htm
http://cbs.gov.np/wp-content/uploads/2012/02/NLFS-2008%20Report.pdf
http://cbs.gov.np/wp-content/uploads/2012/02/NLFS-2008%20Report.pdf
http://www.ilo.org/public/english/bureau/program/dwcp/download/nepal/pdf
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The perceived lack of employment opportunities was felt even more strongly by Nepal’s 

youth (people aged 16 – 40, according to the Government of Nepal) who represented 40.3% 

of the total population in 2010.
16

 With a population growth rate of 1.35% in 2011
17

 youth 

represent a higher proportion of the labour force. There is a perception of limited government 

investment in employment creation which means that the future for youth is often seen as 

being quite bleak.
18

 This highlights the perceived inadvertent role of the State in driving 

migration through the lack of employment generation in the country. This view was held by 

many respondents.
19

 

Family and social pressure are also significant catalysts for migration, particularly for male 

youth. Many families and society in general, both male and female,
20

 hold strongly to the 

view that Nepal’s patriarchal system obligates men to provide for their family. One woman 

commented that “due to patriarchal society people have [the] mentality that son should look 

after the parents and husband should look after the wife and children. So this kind of 

mentality has given pressure to men…due to this societal mentality, sons are compelled to 

migrate.”
21

 Even when the desire to migrate is not there, pressure from family or society can 

effectively force the migration process. 

This level of societal pressure also extended to what was expressed as a ‘culture of imitation.’ 

Often the goal of migration is to supplement family earnings in Nepal to enable a better 

standard of living. However, one aspect of this was repeatedly cited as ‘copycat’ migration, 

or because they wanted the same goods and services as others who had migrated. So, whilst 

in many cases, the drive to migrate for employment was an opportunity to improve the 

family’s living standards, in other cases it emerged out of greed and a desire to imitate others 

in the community.
22

 

Societal and economic pressures are inextricably linked as the driving forces behind 

migration. Un/underemployment is a significant factor in the decision to migrate, as is a 

community’s perception of available employment opportunities. However, some respondents 

also reported that there are enough jobs in Nepal but the problem is that “people are ashamed 

to work in their own village.”
23

 

                                                           
16

 http://cbs.gov.np/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/National%20Report.pdf accessed on 31/10/2014 
17

 http://cbs.gov.np/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/National%20Report.pdf accessed in 31/10/2014 
18

 Group discussion with family of migrant, male, Kailali, 18/09/2014 

19
Group interview with community members, female, Dang, 20/09/2014 

20
 Saferworld (2014), ‘How can you be a marda if you beat your wife?’ Notions of masculinities and violence in 

Eastern Nepal. 
21

Key informant interview with civil society, female, Kailali, 16/09/2014 
22

Key informant interview with journalist, male, Dang, 18/09/2014 
23

 Group interview with family of migrants, female, Dang, 17/10/2014; Key informant interview with civil 
society, male, Kailali, 17/09/2014; Saferworld (2014), ‘How can you be a marda if you beat your wife?’ Notions 
of masculinities and violence in Eastern Nepal. 
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Economic incentives drive migration, but it is the socioeconomic issues that dictate who 

migrates. Almost all interviewees confirmed that most migrants were young men. Migrating 

men are under pressure to provide for their family and this social expectation reveals the 

firmly entrenched gender roles. As well as pressure to provide for the family, this expectation 

also reveals a lot about the role of women and how they are viewed in Nepali society. The 

distribution of labour is that men are responsible for earning while women are responsible for 

maintaining the home. This automatically opens the way for men to migrate whereas women 

are blocked from doing so by family members. In some cases women are actively prevented 

or discouraged from migrating and are pressurised to remain in the home. Moreover, “when 

they [women] go abroad, the way society looks at them is different…they say ‘this woman has 

gone abroad’ and they look down at them in a bad way.” This view was offered by male 

migrants who felt that women are prevented from entering the workforce due to socio-

cultural norms (see Section 6.i. for further details).
24

 There is the perception that “if women 

go out [abroad] the family will disintegrate” and this limits, but not obstructs completely, the 

number of women who migrate. 

The type and location of migration is also influenced by socioeconomic class. With the ease 

of migration to India, it means that those from lower socioeconomic classes are more likely to 

move to India. Most of this type of migration tends to be seasonal, which enables poorer 

families to supplement their income without being away from home for extended periods of 

time. For this reason, seasonal migration was seen as the preserve of the Tharu community 

whereas Hill Pahadi populations tend to migrate for longer periods of time.
25

 In contrast, “for 

[a] higher class family the target for foreign employment is European country [while] for 

middle class it is Gulf countries.”
26

 

2. Issues faced by migrants in the country of migration 

Despite the desire and pressure to migrate, it is evident that Nepali migrants face a raft of 

issues in the countries they migrate to. Recent high profile reports from Western and Nepali 

media have highlighted the risks and conditions faced by migrants, particularly in the Gulf 

countries.
27

 This research reinforces these claims and details the ways in which those 

difficulties manifest upon migrants’ return. 

 

 

                                                           
24

Group interview with migrants, male, Dang, 20/09/2014 
25

Key informant interview with civil society, male, Kanchanpur, 21/09/2014 
26

Group interview with community members, male, Kanchanpur, 21/09/2014 
27

http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/nepal-once-known-for-farming-now-exports-people-
migrants-earn-big-but-face-risks/2014/03/23/5858ca52-8441-11e3-bbe5-6a2a3141e3a9_story.html; 
http://www.theguardian.com/football/2014/feb/16/qatar-world-cup-400-deaths-nepalese; 
http://www.amnesty.org/en/library/asset/ASA31/007/2011/en/b58f0185-455d-425c-bc4f-
d6b7fe309524/asa310072011en.pdf 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/nepal-once-known-for-farming-now-exports-people-migrants-earn-big-but-face-risks/2014/03/23/5858ca52-8441-11e3-bbe5-6a2a3141e3a9_story.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/nepal-once-known-for-farming-now-exports-people-migrants-earn-big-but-face-risks/2014/03/23/5858ca52-8441-11e3-bbe5-6a2a3141e3a9_story.html
http://www.theguardian.com/football/2014/feb/16/qatar-world-cup-400-deaths-nepalese
http://www.amnesty.org/en/library/asset/ASA31/007/2011/en/b58f0185-455d-425c-bc4f-d6b7fe309524/asa310072011en.pdf
http://www.amnesty.org/en/library/asset/ASA31/007/2011/en/b58f0185-455d-425c-bc4f-d6b7fe309524/asa310072011en.pdf


 

8 
 

i. Problems with manpower companies and agents 

Migrants, families of migrants and members of civil society repeatedly raised problems with 

manpower companies and agents.
28

 Their concerns centred on the belief that manpower 

companies and agents cheated migrants,
29

 with almost all interviewees concluding this. The 

most common re-occurring complaint was the alleged promises made by the manpower 

company/agent regarding both the type of job and the salary; very often both promises were 

reneged on. The established modus operandi seems to be that migrants submit their passport 

to the company/agent who arranges the visa. They are then given paperwork (which often 

they don’t understand) and are told by the company/agent to only show certain parts of the 

paperwork to certain individuals. On arrival at their destination country their passports are 

taken from them and their contracts replaced with new contracts and different terms and 

conditions. The newly arrived migrant is then forced to take up work they had not agreed to 

do, at a rate lower than originally contracted.
30

 Another example given included the 

company/agent holding the passport and payment made in Nepal when an individual has 

changed their mind forcing the individual to make full payment and to migrate.
31

 Other 

examples given were of the company/agent who, after receiving full payment from the 

migrants, informed them that they were going to one place but took them via India to 

another,
32

 or the company/agent simply absconded with the migrants’ money.
33

 

In all these scenarios, from the beginning, the migrant is in a vulnerable position and is forced 

to accept the changed conditions.  Those working to increase awareness of the migration 

process among potential migrants felt that brokers working in the districts had done much to 

gain the trust of those they were sending abroad with promises of the financial benefits of 

migration.
34

 In some cases this trust in manpower agents led to the trafficking of individuals 

who believed they were taking on a domestic or office job. In Kailali district a number of 

civil society members reported having rescued women from manpower agents who were 

promised work in Kuwait but were being taken to Saudi Arabia or who had been forced into 

prostitution in Indian cities.
35

 

 

 

                                                           
28

‘Manpower companies’ and ‘agents’ refers to those companies and individuals who facilitate the migration 
of individuals through advising on and managing the process including relevant paperwork and linkage to jobs 
in destination country. 
29

Key informant interview with journalist, male, Kanchanpur, 19/09/2014 
30

 Key informant interview with migrant, male, Kailali, 18/09/2014 
31

Group interview with migrants, male, Dang, 17/09/2014 
32

Key informant interview with civil society, female, Kanchanpur, 19/09/2014 
33
elsi pyusiiiuslpvui psuwurpissuGid puorG, Kailali, 09/09/2014  

34
 Key informant interview with civil society, female, Kailali, 16/09/2014 

35
 Group discussion with civil society, male, Kailali, no date given; Key informant interview with civil society, 

male, Kailali, 17/09/2014; Key informant interview with civil society, male, Kailali, 17/09/2014; Group 
interview with community members, female, Kailali, 19/09/2014 
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ii. Vulnerability of migrants 

Many migrants reported being in extremely vulnerable positions in their country of migration 

and this view seems to be supported by family and community members. Migrants, 

particularly “people from remote villages, are not aware about the rules and policies of 

migration. They do not know the right process and how to get these information”
36

 and are 

generally poorly informed. Invariably they do not speak the local language, are not aware of 

the local laws and customs and have been forced to relinquish their passports on arrival. This 

issue was prevalent for migration to Malaysia and the Gulf countries even in cases where 

family or community members had migrated previously. Migration to India, whether seasonal 

or longer-term, was generally deemed to be easier and better understood. This was partly due 

to there being a longer history of migration, but also due to there being fewer restrictions (no 

paperwork requirements, similar culture, broader understanding of the Hindi language etc.).  

Some migrants spoke of good living and working conditions, but approximately two-thirds of 

those interviewed highlighted poor conditions and ill-treatment by employers. A number of 

claims were made about being forced to work in jobs that were different to those agreed prior 

to departure.
37

 Male respondents described having to work outside in the desert in extreme 

heat.
38

 Female respondents described having to work with only a few hours of sleep or 

inadequate food provision.
39

  Migrants also reported abuse at the hands of their employers.
40

 

These might be more extreme examples but certainly a large number of migrants in the Gulf 

countries faced undue pressure and poor treatment with some conditions akin to slavery. 

Women migrants faced an additional threat. Along with verbal and physical abuse, also 

experienced by men, women migrants were at risk of sexual violence at the hands of their 

employers.  Male migrants, family members of migrants (male and female), community 

members and civil society working with women migrants all reported instances of sexual 

harassment and rape of female migrants when abroad. However no female migrants disclosed 

this during interviews. The silence of women who have experienced sexual abuse abroad can 

in part be explained by the way they are viewed by society upon their return: “If women go 

abroad, then people will look suspiciously to them…[the] Far-West is the region where 

women are always discriminated [against]...Women are always controlled.”
41

 The issue of 

social stigmatisation of female migrants will be discussed in more detail in section 6(i). 
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 Group interview with family of migrants, male, Kailali, 18/09/2014 
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From the research it was clear that migrants' silence about the conditions they faced abroad 

was deliberate and was seemingly used as a coping mechanism. Migrants face significant 

pressure to migrate in the first place. The pressure might come directly from their families 

and the community or economic pressures associated with poverty. This pressure increases 

during migration because of the debt incurred that enabled them to migrate, which must be 

repaid.
42

 Migrants were aware that their family would have to bear the brunt of this, 

particularly when contracts were changed and wages were lower than agreed. Many migrants 

complained that their family was only concerned with the sending of remittances and were 

not concerned about their wellbeing but migrants also stated that they do not discuss the 

issues they face as they do not want to worry their family.
43

 

For migrants this silence is also driven by fear of being judged if they admit to being 

employed in menial work. This not only causes significant ‘mental hardship’
44

 but also 

creates problems within the family.  The lack of open discussion regarding the hardships 

migrants face means migrants often lack basic support from their family which makes long-

term separation even more difficult.  With the reality about the migrants’ experiences hidden, 

the family believe everything is going well. This can cause issues with trust when the migrant 

cannot provide additional financial support because of illness or injury. When illness or 

injury is linked to a lack of financial support, the family become suspicious and assume that 

the money has been spent on 'immoral things' such as gambling, excessive drinking and 

prostitution.
45

 The issue of family relations is discussed in more detail in section 4(i). 

When migrants return to Nepal there is so much insecurity, which increases their 

vulnerability. This is particularly the case when crossing the border from India. Nepali 

migrants regularly cross the Indo-Nepal border when engaged in seasonal migration and 

when they return home for family or community commitments. At the border they allegedly 

face extortion and robbery from local organised criminal gangs and a few Indian border 

guards who are aware they have large sums of money on their person. In dealings with 

officials, particularly around festival time, they might be requested to pay a bribe, while for 

others money is confiscated with no receipt. INR 500 and 1000 banknotes were prohibited in 

Nepal at the time of data collection and analysis; it is claimed that Indian border officials 

confiscate these notes. The migrant can do little about it and even if they complain to police 

in Nepal the money is not seen again. Returning migrants are also at risk from criminal 

actors/groups that befriend them and after gaining their trust, drug them and rob them of their 

savings and other valuable personal belongings, adding another layer of insecurity for 

returning migrants.
46
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 Group interview with migrants, male, Kanchanpur, 20/09/2014 
43

 Group interview with migrants, female, Kanchanpur, 20/09/2014 
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Key informant interview with civil society, male, Kailali, 16/09/2014 
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iii. Health issues 

Migrants often experience health issues as a result of the difficulties and pressures from their 

working and living environments and lifestyle choices made while living abroad.  

Due to long working hours, tough working conditions and poor diets, migrants suffer from a 

number of psychological and physical health issues. Migrants can experience psychological 

pressure as a result of the conditions they are living under and the anxiety about their families 

in Nepal. In some cases this can impact on the migrant’s general wellbeing. This is 

particularly the case for male migrants who, due to patriarchal expectations, are unable to 

express emotion or vulnerability and are susceptible to stress and addiction.
47

 

Migrants reported a number of physical ailments including respiratory illness, jaundice, 

cancer, lethargy, infertility, high blood pressure, gastritis and exhaustion caused by their 

working and living conditions. Although these claims cannot be validated without obtaining a 

complete medical history and analysis, the current policy of having health checks prior to 

migration but no return health check,
48

 means it would be difficult to diagnose these illnesses. 

Given the obvious concerns around the working and living conditions of Nepali’s working 

abroad, it would be reasonable to expect that a number of migrants would become ill at some 

point. This is particularly the case for migrating youth who are often compelled to work in 

jobs they had not signed up for. These jobs often carry health risks as they require the young 

migrant to perform tasks that their bodies are not physically developed to do.
49

 

Migrants identified a number of illnesses they contracted but the most significant concern by 

far related to HIV/AIDS. There were numerous reports of migrants returning from abroad 

with HIV/AIDS. Most reported cases of migrants returning with HIV/AIDS were migrants 

who had been in India, however a few cases were also reported from the Gulf countries. 

Cases were reported in all three districts, but more cases were reported in Kanchanpur. As 

with other illnesses, the diagnoses had not been confirmed, however, the sheer number of 

reports would indicate this is an issue- of perception, if not reality. What was identified, 

however, was the belief that the pressure migrants are under while away from their families 

can lead them to become involved in ‘bad things’ (harmful behaviours/practices) such as 

drinking, drugs, gambling and adultery.
50

 It was also alleged that “women have been working 

as sex workers in Gulf countries for earning extra money” and are at risk of HIV and/or other 

forms of STIs.
51

 It is evident that these types of illnesses, particularly HIV/AIDS, can have 

far-reaching impacts on migrants when they return.  
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Another health issue raised was industrial accidents and deaths, which has been a topic of 

recent discussion in the media.
52

 Migrants and those in civil society reported the loss of limbs 

and head injuries resulting from accidents with machinery.
53

 As with other problems, 

migrants who had experienced industrial accidents did not inform their families because they 

didn’t want to worry them. These migrants returned to work and continued to send 

remittances.
54

 However, as wages dropped because of difficulties performing work due to the 

injury, the value of remittances dropped, causing financial difficulties at home. Moreover, 

when injured migrants return to Nepal their ability to engage in economic activity was 

limited, making them a potential burden on the family. 

3. Financial and livelihood issues 

Although this report is concerned with the social implications of migration in Nepal, financial 

and livelihood issues play a part in this as they link to different aspects of social life. 

i. Agricultural issues associated with migration 

There is a perception that the agriculture sector in Nepal has changed because of urbanisation 

and migration with fewer people in rural areas able to manage the agricultural sector 

effectively.
55

 While there were strong perceptions that agricultural production is diminishing, 

agriculture still plays an enormous role in the lives of most rural Nepalis. In most cases, 

migration and some form of agriculture go hand-in-hand, especially in cases of seasonal 

migration to India as migrants often return home for harvesting season. However, with the 

vast majority of migrants being young males, their absence can create problems for those 

who remain in terms of managing agricultural commitments. Some families sell or lease land 

in order to pay the manpower companies. In these cases families lose the productive value of 

that land,
56

 which can have significant implications if the migrant does not send as much 

remittance as expected. The type of agricultural work that can be conducted once migrants 

return depends on how the money was utilised. Please see the next section in this chapter for 

more details. 

The central problem with the issue of agriculture is labour. When migrant workers are away 

they reduce the number of people available to engage in agricultural activity.
57

 The lack of 

labour is generally addressed in one of two ways. In most families the women assume the 
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agricultural duties of men while they are abroad.
58

 In other cases the family will pay day 

labourers to assist with agricultural work. Often employing local daily labourers, invariably 

from the Tharu community who have been marginalised and do not own land
59

 or sometimes 

labour is sought from India. However, there is a cost implication of employing labourers and 

a number of reports were made regarding the increasing expense of hiring labour
60

 and the 

quality of work from those who have no investment in the land.
61

 Most families address the 

shortfall using a combination of the two options but both place an additional burden on the 

family. 

It is, however, important to note that the labour deficit and the increased burden on families 

of migrants is mainly an issue with non-seasonal migration. Seasonal migration is generally 

planned around agricultural duties; migrants do their tilling and planting at their home before 

going to India for other employment. They return when it is time to harvest.
62

 

Some families reported no problems in meeting agricultural obligations. For these families, it 

was often the case that the community provided the additional support required.
63

 Evidently, 

for some migrant families they overcame migration-related problems by actively supporting 

each other. This demonstrates a positive social impact of migration. 

ii. The utilisation of migration remittances 

One of the key issues of migration was the utilisation- perceived and actual- of migration 

remittances. Many reported effective use of remittances, which helped the development of 

individual families but contributed to both stronger and weaker community relations. A large 

number of respondents highlighted poor utilisation of remittances, which increased the 

burden on families, caused family problems and contributed to community tension. 

Many respondents, though overwhelmingly men, felt that remittances had not been utilised 

effectively. This view came predominantly from male members of civil society although 

migrants, family members of migrants and community members also supported it. These 

individuals were of the view that remittances were used to purchase modern gadgets and 

jewellery and to dine in restaurants, instead of being put to productive use (business, land 

etc.).
64
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The debate surrounding the effective utilisation of remittances seems to revolve around 

whether the spending was productive or not. Most respondents in civil society and a number 

of community members claimed money was not spent productively nor was it invested in 

activities that would provide an income for the family and contribute to the economy.
65

 

Whilst there are examples of poor use of remittances, the productive nature of spending is 

largely a function of the family situation. Most families of migrants paid off the debt incurred 

in order for the migration to take place- this being a priority. After that a variety of effective 

uses of the money were made, the predominant use being the management of household 

expenses. Subsequently, “most people buy land and build a house on it and use the earned 

money to educate their children.”
66

 Indeed, when individuals were demonstrating the 

effectiveness of their spending, or being used as an example of wise spending, it was these 

three areas that received the most focus.
67

 These spending patterns seem productive in the 

sense that they elevate the family’s living standard, help generate additional agricultural 

revenue and invest in the future generation. Furthermore, a number of respondents reported 

having invested the earnings into small businesses such as beauty parlours;
68

 livestock such 

as chickens, cows and goats,
69

 small shops;
70

 fisheries and farming.
71

 

The utilisation of remittances depends on a number of factors: the economic situation of the 

family, the earnings of the migrant, the level of agreement between migrant and family 

regarding spending and the nature of the individual with access to the money. What is evident 

is that the community judges the way money is spent. In situations where remittances are 

deemed to have been spent wisely the family is generally well regarded and enjoy community 

respect. In some communities a system of loaning is apparent. The initial loan for migration 

is often taken from family, neighbours and community members who provide the loan in the 

knowledge they will receive some benefit in the future. Migrants will also lend money to 

fellow migrants while abroad for them to send to their family in cases of emergencies. On 

return, families who have managed their resources well often support their neighbours by 
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providing loans.
72

 These examples demonstrate a level of social capital, which is 

strengthened through migration.  

However a perceived ‘good’ utilisation of remittances does not always lead to good standing 

in the community. Many respondents, particularly civil society, were critical of migrants and 

their families for the way in which they spent their money, despite admitting that it had been 

spent on things such as houses, land, and education. It is difficult to isolate the reasons behind 

this criticism. It could stem from a lack of understanding of the family’s situation or it could 

be envy. Certainly the issue of remittance spending was widely discussed and respondents 

were not afraid to judge how others were spending. 

When remittances are judged to have been poorly utilised there appear to be social 

consequences. Families deemed to have ‘wasted’ or ‘misused’ earnings are openly criticised 

with allegations that wives “show off” and “do not respect others”
73

 or that “they have not 

been able to save money because of their habit of gambling and drinking liquor.”
74

 Similarly, 

there are assertions that “families start to have luxurious life and children are spoiled”
75

 or 

that wives “misuse the money and even elope with other men.”
76

 The impact of migration on 

children is discussed in more detail in section 4.iii. The issue of infidelity is discussed in 

more detail in section 4.ii.
 
This type of criticism is often reserved for “people from poorer 

backgrounds… [who] do not have any control [with the money they suddenly acquire].”
77

 

Overall, it seems that most of this disapproval comes from men although a few women 

supported this view – mostly older women. However, it appears that men are more vocal 

about how money should be spent. This could be a feature of the patriarchal system, or 

maybe because it is mostly men that endure the hardships associated with being a migrant 

and therefore have higher expectations of what migration should deliver. 

iii. Empowerment of migrants 

Respondents often reported that migration led to them feeling more empowered. This was 

due to two key reasons: first, the process of migration, being in a different context as a result 

of being in a new country/environment and learning new things, gave migrants a new 

experience and in some cases, more confidence; and secondly migrants learnt new skills or 

abilities, which meant that when remittances had been utilised effectively, returning migrants 

were able to engage in more profitable economic activities which elevated their living 

standards. 

One reported benefit of migration was an increase in confidence among returned migrants. 

The majority of migrants are poorly educated because they did not complete their schooling 
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and had very little experience of life outside their homes and community. Migration 

broadened their perspectives, even to what some might regard as inconsequential matters, 

such as flying on an airplane to a different country.
78

 Perhaps more importantly, migration 

has the potential to instil in an individual a greater belief in themselves. The difficulties 

migrants endure abroad teach them that they can have more control over their lives and can 

help improve their work ethic.
79

 This manifests in their active engagement in the economy in 

which they take responsibility for their income and work for themselves.
80

 

This increased confidence can be greater in female migrants who experience a broadening of 

their mind-set as they are no longer constrained by the patriarchal expectations of Nepali 

society.
81

 For returning female migrants, this increase in confidence can create problems. Re-

entering the patriarchal society after a period of relative freedom sometimes caused problems 

because women were expected to resume their previous roles. This was reported to be the 

case in the Far-West where patriarchal traditions and culture are stronger.
82

 

Migration can also lead to increased social awareness and life skills. For instance, returned 

migrants tend to be less naïve as a result of their experiences abroad
83

 and have a better 

understanding of societal responsibility.
84

 A greater appreciation of the value of education 

was also realised, both for migrants and their children.
85

 These observations were supported 

by civil society, which believes that migration has taught people how to manage money, 

manage their and their family’s health and how to educate their family on health issues.
86

 

Beyond endowing migrants with greater confidence, awareness and life skills, migration can 

also lead to new skills that increase their employability upon return, particularly when 

remittances have been utilised in such a way as to enable this. A better work ethic and the 

application of these new skills, has enabled returned migrants to engage in different types of 

employment that contribute to their local economy including: construction contractor and 

vehicle importer,
87

 livestock (cattle, boar, goat and fish) producer,
88

 electricians and 

plumbers,
89

 and milk producer.
90

 Although the majority of these examples came from 

Kanchanpur, it was evident across the three districts that skill development increased 
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confidence and awareness and effective use of remittances had increased economic 

opportunities for some returning migrants and their families. The potential value of this was 

highlighted by one respondent: “if the migrant is very active, then he will apply his skill in the 

development of the society. On the other hand, if the migrant is not so active, then he will not 

do anything for the society.”
91

 

Although there is evidence that migration brings benefits in terms of empowerment, it can 

create problems. As previously mentioned, many migrants are poorly educated and the lure of 

migration can tempt those still in school to abandon their studies.
92

 This can cause problems 

when migrants return.
93

 Their lack of education often means that the work migrants engage in 

when abroad is low level because they have not had the opportunity to develop their 

employability skills.
94

 Those who sold land to pay the costs of migration are often unable to 

rebuy the land even if their earnings abroad were good because wages were spent on living 

costs rather than savings. As a result the “economic status [of the migrant] again goes down 

to the same status”
95

 as before they migrated. 

For some these outcomes are caused by a lack of planning on behalf of the migrant prior to 

their departure.
96

 Poor planning causes two problems: in the short term it can result in a 

‘migration cycle trap’ where returning migrants face difficulties finding sustainable 

employment and opt to migrate again;
97

 in the longer term it creates developmental problems 

for the country as there is little investment in youth as they constitute a large proportion of 

the population migrating elsewhere for employment.
98

 

iv. Financial problems of migration 

There are a number of financial problems associated with migration: issues related to a lack 

of or limited funding for families of migrants; and family disputes associated with 

remittances. 

A lack of or limited funding for families of migrants occurs for several reasons and is 

associated with a number of problems. Respondents often reported that migrants only sent 

small amounts of money to their family. Others reported that this was because the manpower 

company had allegedly cheated them.
99

 These examples were relatively widespread among 
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respondents and affected a number of migrants’ families.
100

 Another reason was that 

migrants, mostly men, were not sending the full amount of earnings because they had been 

spent on drinking, gambling and prostitutes.
101

 In these cases remittances are generally sent 

when the migrant initially goes abroad but taper off as time passes and the level of contact 

between the migrant and their family diminishes.
102

 

The lack of, or limited, remittances might be caused by migrants being paid less than they 

had been promised, but more often than not it came down to poor planning – particularly 

poor financial planning.
103

 Regardless of the cause, the result is an increased burden on the 

migrants’ family. Not only does the migrants’ family have to cope with what is usually the 

household’s main breadwinner being out of the country, but they are also obligated to repay 

any loans associated with the migration process and any other loans, as well as managing the 

household, all on a reduced budget.
104

 This can result in tension between family members and 

the community if outstanding loans came from within the community.
105

 

For families of migrants who lack funds, there are very few options available. Invariably 

other family members will be required to work in some capacity.
106

 Often mothers take on 

labouring work which “is very difficult for women and has some sort of negative impact on 

their children too.”
107

 Another option is to sell land to cover the cost of living.
108

 However, 

this can be difficult as land ownership in Nepal is complex and selling usually requires the 

husband to be present. In cases where there is no communication between the migrant and his 

spouse this may not be possible. Many families suffering from a lack of funds seek further 

loans; however, this creates additional problems.
109

 For those in desperate situations, it was 

reported that women at home not receiving money from their migrant husbands are 

vulnerable, or compelled to engage in risky or illegal activities to make ends meet, such as 

the production of alcohol, being compelled to have an affair with another man as a way to 

survive,
110

 or even prostitution.
111
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Another significant financial issue associated with migration is that of family disputes over 

remittances. A large number of respondents across all three districts and both genders 

reported that this was a significant cause of problems in the family while a migrant was 

abroad. The problem centres on who is sent the remittance money and how that money is 

distributed within the family. This is particularly problematic when the male migrant is 

married.
112

 It is only an issue with married male migrants, as married female migrants are 

expected to send money to their husband, whereas an unmarried female migrant is expected 

to send money to her parents. 

While there seems to be general agreement on this issue of remittances, it was also reported 

that when remittances are sent to migrants’ parents fewer problems arise but of course this is 

not always the case.
113

 In isolated cases the wife may be at risk when the money is sent to the 

migrants’ parents. If there is family conflict over the money, the wife is most vulnerable 

because she lives outside of her own family home.
114

 

In most cases remittances were sent in the name of the wife and many respondents reported 

that this caused problems over who controlled the money. Some respondents alleged that the 

wife neglected her in-laws and did not provide them with any money, or at least there was a 

perception of this.
115

  Some respondents stated that other family members (brothers) 

complained they were not receiving a share of the migrants’ earnings from the spouse.
116

 

Some women community members believed that “their son should send money to them [the 

parents] and not the wife”
117

 adding another layer of complexity. When wives are the 

recipients of remittances, it can create arguments within the family. Wives residing in the 

home of their in-laws are criticised and mistreated.
118

 This can lead to an erosion of trust
119

 

and potentially family separation with the migrant, spouse and children living as a nuclear 

family as opposed to living with the parents and siblings of the husband’s family, the 

traditional practice in most communities in Nepal.
120

 

Problems within the family over who has access to and control of remittance money depend 

“on the nature of family, the level of understanding they have.”
121

 If the family communicates 

and plans well and had a positive relationship prior to the migrant’s departure for 
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employment then these types of problems can be avoided.
122

 One solution to avoid familial 

conflict was to send money separately, “some money for father and some money for wife.”
123

 

For families who live as a nuclear family or who do not have in-laws these problems were not 

an issue and for some families who did live together “it does not make difference to send 

money to me or to her. We [all] have to repay the loan and make other expenses. So it is 

good.”
124

 

Another familial dispute regarding remittances is between the migrant and his spouse or 

family over perceived misuse of money, not sending money and expectations the family have 

of the migrant. As discussed previously, migrants face a number of difficulties when working 

abroad and understandably they want remittances to be spent productively, especially when 

considering the pressure they may be under from family members over who receives the 

money. When returning husbands feel this money has been misused and is unaccounted for it 

can cause problems between spouses (or the family member who receives the money if not 

the wife).
125

This was reported by families of migrants who felt that there was sufficient 

communication as well as those who felt there was inadequate communication between them 

and the migrant, once s/he was abroad. This can affect the level of trust between husband and 

wife,
126

 which can ultimately result in divorce. The issue of familial relations will be 

discussed in more detail in section 4.i. 

For a number of different reasons outlined earlier, migrants are not always able to send the 

desired amount of money back home to their families. When this happens the family can put 

more pressure on the migrant because they have to cope with limited finances
127

 or it causes 

further erosion of trust as the “wife or parents start to think that husband or son [is] spending 

the money on other things.”
128

 The level of expectation placed on migrants by their family 

compounds this pressure. A number of respondents commented that migrants felt their 

families only ever enquired about money and showed only limited interest in their 

wellbeing.
129

 Family members are influenced by what community members say about how 

much migrants are earning.
130

 This impacts on the level of trust between migrants and their 

family as “families are only concern[ed] about their demands and they are unaware of what 

[s]he is facing abroad.”
131
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4. The family and migration 

Migration has significant consequences for the family. Financial issues before, during and 

after migration place pressure on families. Having a family member, particularly the head of 

the household, away for sustained periods of time can compound this pressure. Migration is 

happening on such a large scale that the impact on many families is profound.
132

 This section 

considers the ways in which migration affects family dynamics and provides important 

information about the social implications of migration. 

i. Family disintegration 

Migration can create a number of significant threats to family stability and most respondents 

discussed the matter of family extensively. In any family, the absence of a significant family 

member can place an undue burden on the family. When a parent is missing, the spouse and 

the children in particular are affected,
133

 whereas an absent sibling might have less of an 

impact. In any event, “if he [the migrant] had good relations with everyone in the family, his 

absence will be felt by everyone in the family.”
134

 Moreover, for the migrant themselves if 

they “do not have any time to spend with wife, children and family, one cannot be happy.”
135

 

Families who share problems
136

 and families who consult each other
137

 seem better equipped 

to manage the absence; communication is crucial to this. These types of families tend to have 

good communication, utilising available technologies to remain in contact –some on a daily 

basis. Even for these families problems arise but although separation is not easy it is 

manageable.
138

 However, for some families communication may be more complicated. This 

may be due to older generations being unfamiliar with communication technology and 

leaving communication to younger people.
139

 For others communication is minimal or even 

non-existent. This tends to happen in families where the migrant is not regularly sending 

money home.
140

 As well as the financial implications of this (discussed in the previous 

section) the lack of communication is very stressful for the remaining family who have to 

manage the situation with no contact from their spouse. 

Communication plays a key role in spousal relations, which can be significantly strained by 

migration.
141

 The separation of spouses through migration creates a number of problems. The 

lack of intimacy between husband and wife emerged regularly as an issue.
142

 Physical 
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distance can also lead to emotional distance as a result of poor communication and feelings 

that either the migrant or the remaining spouse does not understand the hardship the other is 

going through.
143

 Furthermore, people change in response to different environments and this 

can cause problems with how the couples interact; these types of changes may not be well 

received and can create differences upon return.
144

 

Respondents reported that migration had a significant impact on spousal relationships and 

described how it affected trust between them.  This issue was, however, discussed quite 

differently between male and female respondents. Male respondents discussed this as an issue 

directly between the husband and wife in which suspicion and a lack of trust was seen as a 

key outcome of migration,
145

 although this depended on the quality of their relationship and 

level of communication prior to migration.
146

 It was, therefore, considered important for men 

that “before going for foreign employment, there must be some family discussion between 

husband and wife. Husband has to trust his wife. If you do not have any trust, then there will 

be family tensions anytime.”
147

 

Female respondents rarely discussed trust issues between spouses in the same terms; they 

spoke in detail about the role of the extended family and community in fomenting distrust.  

Both male and female respondents felt that external influences contributed to the breakdown 

in trust within marriages because of gossip and rumours within the community.
148

 Although 

men recognised this as an issue
149

 it was brought up more often by female respondents. 

Irrespective of whether it is the husband or wife who migrates, stories will circulate. If the 

husband is abroad he will hear stories about his wife with other men, or his wife will hear 

stories of him misbehaving abroad. If the woman is abroad the husband will be told she is 

sleeping with other men. The issue of how women are treated by society, both as a remaining 

family member and as a female migrant will be discussed in more detail in sections 5.i and 

6.i.  Some of this gossiping may be light-hearted or done in jest, but a lot of it appears 

malicious and is spread by family members who are in dispute
150

 and by community 

members. Both cause significant damage to spousal relationships.
151

 Overall, these rumours 

tended to favour men, both migrants and husbands of female migrants. This is a reflection of 

the broader patriarchal system that exists in these communities. Women were found to be 
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discouraged from migrating abroad for work at the community level and those whose 

husbands were abroad were carefully watched by community members who felt that in the 

absence of male family members, women would disregard traditional practices such as 

wearing certain clothes or develop friendships with other men. 

Migration can also lead to problems within the extended family. As with spouses, adequate 

planning prior to migration is important. When the family has been consulted, adequate plans 

have been made
152

 and the migrant goes with the family’s consent and blessing
153

 there are 

fewer problems within the extended family. However, beyond the financial problems 

discussed in section three, two problems seem to arise within the extended family: problems 

between siblings and problems with in-laws. 

With finance being the biggest motivation for migration, it is unsurprising that it fuels family 

problems. Respondents reported that when one family member migrates there is an 

expectation that remittances will be shared between the whole family. Respondents explained 

how in the absence of one sibling, the others will step in to assist in caring for their children 

and working on the land.
154

 However, this can create tensions between siblings if either 

sibling becomes jealous
155

 or aggrieved when, for example, one sibling feels the other is not 

sharing resources or that the sibling at home is not performing his or her duty adequately. 

However, the most common problems are with in-laws. As previously stated, when 

remittances are sent to the wife this can cause disputes with in-laws. Beyond this, however, 

relations, particularly between the mother-in-law and daughter-in-law, can be strained. In 

some cases, deterioration of trust in spousal relations were said to be the result of strained 

relationships between the mother and daughter-in-law. In accordance with Nepali culture, the 

daughter-in-law must reside with her husbands’ family and is obliged to follow their rules. 

When the marriage is new this can be difficult as the wife finds herself in an unfamiliar 

environment and is alone in a new home without her husband. Some wives, whose husbands 

have migrated abroad, will leave the husbands’ family home and return to their parental home 

while their husband is away.
156

 When the wife remains in the husbands’ family home she 

may be regarded with suspicion when out of the home.
157

 This appears to stem from the idea 

that “no mother-in-law takes her daughter-in-law as her daughter and no daughter-in-law 

takes her mother-in-law as her own mother”, reiterating the existing gendered barriers which 

come from strong patriarchal norms and values.
158

 This can cause tension within the family 

and on some occasions requires the involvement of the husband to resolve the matter. This 

creates more pressure for the husband working abroad. 
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Experiences will vary according to each family.
159

 When the relationship between the wife 

and her in-laws becomes irreparable, it is not uncommon for the wife to set up home away 

from her in-laws and this seems to ease the pressure. In this type of situation it is common for 

the wife to move to an urban area. Moving to an urban area enables children to go to better 

schools. In some cases, the husband requests that their wife moves to town and places their 

children in private schools.
160

 The establishment of the nuclear family comes at the cost of 

breaking up the extended family and this creates a different set of problems. For those 

moving to towns and cities, they “do not have social capital and there has been increased 

suspicion and misunderstandings in the relationship between wife and husband.”
161

 This 

increases the pressure on the migrant’s wife and increases the likelihood of spousal tension. 

There were also concerns from parents or elderly family members regarding provision of 

care. This issue with be discussed in more detail in section 4.iii. Furthermore, “after return, 

the same lifestyle cannot be achieved. This has severe problems in the family”
162

 as “when he 

[the migrant] returns back, there will be nothing.  He cannot work in cities and they have to 

return back to village. So there is no any continuity.”
163

 

ii. Infidelity: perceived and actual 

Infidelity is the most significant reason for the breakdown in trust between husband and wife 

and within families. Infidelity was the single most significant social implication of migration 

discussed by respondents; in all interviews this issue was brought up. However, in discussing 

infidelity and its relationship to migration it is important to note that the discussions by 

respondents on this subject were a mixture of fact and fiction and often illustrated underlying 

notions of how men and women should behave - a result of strong patriarchal norms and 

values. There is no doubt that infidelity occurs in relation to migration, however much of the 

discussion appeared to be based on hearsay. Respondents declared that infidelity was rife 

among migrants and their families but were clear that it was not happening in ‘my family’ or 

‘my village’. Generally infidelity was seen as something that happened elsewhere and was 

heard about through a range of sources. Although the claims about infidelity could never be 

verified to an acceptable degree, in many cases this does not matter. Rumours of infidelity 

have done as much damage to familial and societal trust as actual infidelity has.  

As with the issue of family disintegration, the way in which infidelity was discussed differed. 

There were more allegations of infidelity of the spouse of migrants, overwhelmingly women, 

made by both men and women, compared to allegations against male migrants. Few 

respondents held the view that both men and women, or migrant and spouse, might engage in 

extramarital relationships. Instead, respondents focused on the infidelity of one or the other. 

As stated above, these views are strongly shaped by notions of how men and women should 
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behave and deeply entrenched patriarchal norms that guide both men and women in all the 

researched districts. These norms also make it socially acceptable for a man to have more 

than one wife, even though this is illegal in Nepal whereas women who are separated from 

their husbands or are widows are looked down upon by society. 

Migrant infidelity was seen to take place for three main reasons: opportunity, falling into bad 

habits and sexual desire. Some respondents highlighted that infidelity was difficult in Gulf 

countries.
164

 It was impossible with Arab women and only possible with other migrants. 

However, in India, Singapore and Malaysia there was much more opportunity, particularly 

Malaysia “because it is a free country.”
165

 In these countries prostitution was said to be easier 

to access.
166

 Migrants and non-migrants both commented that when easy access to 

prostitution was combined with easy access to gambling and alcohol, it increased the 

likelihood of infidelity. Infidelity was also thought to be more likely when a migrant was 

away from home for a long period of time
167

 because “if you are working abroad for many 

years then you will definitely have a desire for sex.”
168

 While no migrants personally 

admitted to engaging in such behaviour, they invariably seemed to know another migrant 

who had. The closest a respondent came to an admission was this: “I did not actually go to 

that place [red light district] because I had my brother-in-law with me.”
169

 Overall, there 

were no direct admissions about infidelity and only two involving female migrants. Within 

the discussions it seemed to be accepted by both men and women that male migrants would 

engage in extra marital relationships while abroad and this was indicated by the way they 

spoke and accompanying laughter. Indeed, one civil society member stated, “it is not 

awkward for the man; the society accepts it if my husband has had any relationships with 

anyone.”
170

 The same level of acceptability was however not present for women migrants as 

they were looked down upon and thought to have slept with or been coerced to sleep with 

their employers, employers’ relatives and friends and/or engage in prostitution.  

When discussing the infidelity of migrants’ spouses the conversation changed. Some were 

content to make a simple claim that while “[the] husband works hard to earn money 

abroad… [the] wife does not save that money and has extramarital affairs.”
171

 Indeed, female 

respondents, mostly female community members, made this type of claim more often than 

males and stated that it was the wives of migrants having affairs.
172

 These claims are not 
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uncommon as within the broader Nepali context patriarchal values and practices are 

reinforced by female family members, particularly mothers, grandmothers and mother-in-

laws.
173

 

When respondents went into greater detail they examined the reasons they thought were 

behind the infidelity of migrants’ wives. The most basic reason was sexual desire. In the 

same way that migrants had affairs to fulfil sexual desire, so did their wives.
174

 This seemed 

more common in situations where the husband had left the country soon after marriage
175

 and 

when they were absent for longer periods of time.
176

 Another reason given was financial. 

When husbands, for whatever reason, do not send sufficient remittances home it puts women 

in a more vulnerable position and they may engage in extramarital affairs as a means of 

support.
177

 Cases of infidelity by a migrants’ wife are thought to be more likely when they 

live outside the extended family home.
178

 

The existence of these risk factors meant it was widely accepted that infidelity was taking 

place and some concrete examples were provided such as verbal reports from local 

organisations working with women,
179

 immediate neighbours
180

 and family.
181

 Often, these 

cases are discussed with an outrage that is not evident when discussing male migrants’ 

infidelity. Respondents seemed to pity male migrant workers ‘toiling’ away abroad and 

sending money home;
182

 “the poor man is putting in so much effort and when he comes back 

it is all for nothing.”
183

 These attitudes are particularly concerning because they show how 

gendered notions of men and women often victimise women who are already in a vulnerable 

position and reinforce the view of men as saviours of the family and the community. 

Discussions on infidelity, particularly the perceived infidelity of the wives of migrant 

workers, demonstrated a level of recognition that rumour and gossip play a significant role in 

framing how the wives of migrant workers are viewed. Several comments were made about 

the difficulties this causes for women. As previously highlighted, the families of migrants 

experience specific economic problems associated with migration. Women associated with 
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migrants face a number of additional challenges (this issue will be discussed in more detail in 

section 5.i). It is, therefore, not unusual for women to seek assistance when needed. However, 

when a wife approaches another man for help, or just talks to another man in the absence of 

her husband, this is viewed with suspicion by the community.
184

 

Male migrants can be very suspicious of their wives when they are abroad to the extent that 

some of them forbid their wives from using social media and ask friends to check up on 

them.
185

 This level of suspicion may be related to financial matters or there may be other 

reasons for it, but often it is because the migrant has heard about another migrants’ wife 

eloping so he becomes suspicious of his own wife
186

 or they are directly informed that their 

wife is having an affair.
187

 In these cases, the husband will very often call “from abroad and 

at the same time, if his wife’s mobile is busy then husband will have conviction that she is 

having an affair.”
188

 

Some men however recognise that much of what they hear about infidelity is just rumour and 

gossip but they also acknowledge that these types of rumours can be damaging and that the 

rumours do not quickly disappear. However, once “misunderstanding, mistrust and suspicion 

[is] aroused”
189

 it is enough to cause significant problems between husband and wife. 

Although there are examples of infidelity happening, the majority of respondents believed 

that most allegations were just rumours.
190

 There appears to be a general consensus that most 

of what is heard is simply rumours although there are a few actual cases. 

iii. The impact of migration on family members: children, parents and elderly 

The absence of one or more members of the family impacts on other family members beyond 

the spouse. For children, the migration of one of their parents can be a difficult time. 

One of the key reasons for migration is to improve a family’s living standard and this is often 

demonstrated by an investment in children’s schooling, usually through matriculation at a 

boarding or private school. In general this was viewed as a positive impact of migration with 

only a few respondents challenging this view. Those who did not share this view stated that 

the quality of boarding or private schools is no higher than government schools and does not, 

therefore, improve the quality of education.
191

 This was, however, a minority view and it was 
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generally agreed that migration benefitted children through the quality of education they 

received by moving to a better school.
192

 

However, many respondents differentiated between schooling and education, highlighting 

that school only provides so much and that parents play a significant role in the education 

children receive.
193

 The importance of parental guidance was heavily emphasised. With one 

parent out of the home, most often the father, care of the children becomes more difficult. 

With the father absent, the mother’s economic role in the household increases, as she takes on 

duties normally performed by the husband.
194

 This can lead to problems with children who 

notice and question the absence of their father and miss him.
195

 While this void can to some 

extent be filled by other family members, it can impact on relationships in the home. When 

migrants return it can take time for the family to readjust with tension evident between the 

father and the children.
196

 

The greatest problems are, however, while the migrant is away. With mothers now 

constrained in terms of the time they can give to their children
197

 and fathers absent, children 

can lack guidance and are at risk of becoming vulnerable to negative influences.
198

 

Male respondents in particular felt that “children do not obey their mothers.”
199

 This type of 

view is based on the premise that fathers dispense discipline more than mothers.
200

 This is not 

surprising as within the communities in Far and Mid-West Nepal the role of disciplining 

children (particularly sons) is seen as the father's role. Most child-related problems associated 

with the absence of a male parent were: associating with “bad companions,”
201

 not studying 

or attending school,
202

 bad manners,
203

 smoking
204

 and alcohol and drug taking.
205

 

Respondents felt that boys engaged in problematic behaviour more than girls. But there were 

also specific issues for girls in the absence of positive guidance: “now daughters are 

marrying in their early age themselves [love marriage]. Due to early age marriage, there will 

be tensions.”
206

 When the father visits the family the children listen to him and behave, but as 
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soon as he returns abroad the children return to the previous behaviour.
207

 This type of 

behaviour was directly attributed to the absence of the father and should be viewed within the 

framework of the larger patriarchal system that exists in the Far and Mid-West communities.  

The impact of migration can also be seen on the parents of migrants and elderly members of 

the family. Respondents who fell into these categories expressed concerns about migration: 

they worry about those abroad and worry about their care provision. 

Economic conditions drive migration and while the parents of migrants understand this they 

also worry about the conditions they may face abroad.
208

 In addition to death or accident, 

parents also recognised and expressed apprehension about the hardships their children might 

encounter working abroad
209

 and were aware of the stories of migrants being cheated by 

manpower companies. These types of concerns, particularly among older people, seem to 

increase during festival seasons when migrants are missed even more and the elderly fear 

they may never see their children again.
210

 

The absence of migrants, and concern over their wellbeing, also gives rise to trepidation 

about the provision of care they may receive if anything happens to the migrant.
211

 This is 

particularly the case if there is only one son.
212

 Traditionally within the patriarchal social 

system, the son and his wife would take on the responsibility of caring for parents and the 

elderly. When the son is abroad the expectation is that the wife will care for his parents, 

however, problems arise if it is perceived that the daughter-in-law does not adequately care 

for them.
213

 In these cases there is a perceived vulnerability of the parents who feel they 

“have to keep quiet because they do not have any option. They have to listen to [their] 

daughter-in-law.”
214

 In Nepal, caring for parents and elderly family members is a very 

important role and there is a cultural obligation that this care will be provided.
215

 However, in 

the same way that the care of children can suffer when the father is absent, the ability of the 

daughter-in-law to care for her in-laws or elderly family members is reduced because of her 

increased work load. In extended families there will usually be a number of people who assist 

with caring,
216

 but as family structures change it might be the case that “there will only be 

elderly people.”
217

 Changing family structures has led to a rise in homes for older people 

where elderly people live outside the family home.
218
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Beyond their own concerns, the parents of migrants and elderly family members 

acknowledged the increased burden placed on the daughter-in-law by the absence of her 

husband. It was understood by the migrants’ family that they must rally round and support.
219

 

However it can be difficult for elderly family members to perform manual work.
220

 Although 

elderly family members are attempting to support the family, it can unwittingly increase the 

burden on the daughter-in-law who ends up worrying about her in-laws, as well as the other 

functions she has to perform. 

5. The effects of migration on women associated with migrants 

Migration impacts the families of migrants in a number of different ways. As already 

established, the majority of migrants are young males. Women associated with these men 

face a range of challenges, some of which have already been identified. What became 

apparent from interviewee responses was that the impact on the women associated with 

migrants was arguably the greatest. 

i. The vulnerability of women associated with migrants 

Women become increasingly vulnerable when their husbands migrate. Although initially they 

might be supportive of their migration, a number of factors combine to make this period very 

difficult.  

One of the most significant issues raised was that of insecurity, particularly of sexual and 

gender-based violence (SGBV). SGBV takes place in a number of forms but it was generally 

accepted that “migration has increased violence against women.”
221

 Many respondents talked 

about external security threats to the wives of migrants, in particular the threat to property 

and person. The responsibility of ensuring a households’ security lies with the man so it is 

easy to see how insecurity may increase when they are away.
222

 A significant fear for women 

who remain in the home is that they will be targeted by thieves who know there is no male in 

the house.
223

 However, worse than this is the threat, perceived and actual, of rape. While no 

respondents disclosed incidences of rape during the research, the perceived risk creates fear 

for women.
224

 Additionally, a number of respondents highlighted the lack of physical security 
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for wives of migrants in the absence of their husband. The lack of physical security increases 

when a migrants’ wife does not live with her in-laws.
 225

  

It might be expected that wives of migrants face external threats to security when the husband 

is away from the home, but what is unexpected is cases of rape from within the household 

with attempts being made by brother-in-laws and father-in-laws.
226

 This view was supported 

by a number of other respondents, both male and female and was based on articles they had 

read in newspapers.
227

 This insecurity, particularly from within the household, places a heavy 

burden on the wives of migrants which is further exacerbated because of tensions over 

remittances. If women do not receive the money they have very little power within the 

household and may become even more vulnerable. At the same time if they do receive the 

money they may be at risk from other people attempting to access the money. 

An additional security risk faced by wives of migrants is from men who attempt to befriend 

them and begin relationships to gain access to the resources sent from abroad.
228

 This 

happens when men in the community target the wives of migrants.
229

 Female respondents 

feared being approached in this way.
230

 It was also reported that men will blackmail the 

woman by threatening to spread rumours about them having a sexual relationship. Given the 

level of rumours and suspicion about the wives of migrants (highlighted in section 4.ii) this 

type of threat is significant and for this reason women will often pay.
231

 

The wives of migrants are particularly susceptible to approaches from men while their 

husbands are away because of the increased burden they face. Women face enormous 

pressure to maintain the household, manage farming obligations and seek external 

employment if there is not enough money coming into the household. In order to manage all 

of these tasks some wives will seek outside assistance.
232

 

The workload of women increases significantly when their husbands are abroad. Both men 

and women acknowledged the greater pressure women are under as a result of migration. 

Women are required to continue with household duties such as cooking, washing and 

cleaning,
233

 caring for the children
234

 and parents, and paying household bills as well as 
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looking after cattle,
235

 tilling land
236

 and harvesting paddy fields.
237

 The “workload increases 

significantly. A single person has to do the work of two.”
238

 The level of burden on the wives 

of migrants depends on their family situation. If they reside outside the extended family they 

may hire labour to help them which reduces their ability to save remittance money. Although 

they have little choice, this also makes them more susceptible to rumour and gossip from 

within the community.  Some wives received assistance from their family, older parents and 

children but this brings additional complications in terms of a parent’s health and children’s 

schooling. In other cases, villagers may help
239

 and the wives of migrants often support each 

other by taking it in turns to labour for each other. However, in some cases they do not get 

assistance from their family
240

 who do not support the migration process by assisting the 

wife. However, when the husband returns the “community ends [its] suspicion over our 

behaviour and actions. They stop chatting behind our backs.”
241

 

This increased burden can have health implications such as exhaustion, sickness, prolapsed 

uterus
242

 and undernourishment, which is caused when the “taking of food becomes irregular 

because of [the] increased workload.”
243

 As well as health concerns relating to increased 

workloads, a number of respondents also raised fears over sexual health, particularly the risk 

of being infected with HIV by husbands who had engaged in extra marital relationships while 

abroad.
244

 According to some in civil society, this causes significant problems in the family 

as very often the husband does not inform his wife and she becomes infected.
245

 A social 

health professional reported that if a wife requests that her husband be tested for sexually 

transmitted diseases (STDs) before engaging in unprotected sex the husband would become 

angry and accuse her of not trusting him;
246

 or if the wife wished to engage in protected sex 

he would make allegations that she had been unfaithful so to avoid this, the wife is forced to 

comply with what her husband wants.
247

 This issue also has social implications. It was 

reported that in one village unmarried girls are rejecting migrants because of fears around 

HIV, preferring instead to “marry the boys who live in the village and have not gone for 

foreign employment because they feel insecure about whether the migrant is HIV infected.”
248

 

This observation requires additional research but the development of these preferences 
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among unmarried girls was partly attributed to the increased levels of health awareness in the 

communities. 

Although the vulnerability of women associated with migrants increases, it doesn’t always 

mean that their efforts to take on additional responsibilities within the household are 

recognised by the community. Their engagement and participation in village development 

activities and Village Development Committee (VDC) meetings as a representative of the 

family is interpreted as the absence of the member of a household.
249

 The good things wives 

are doing are often not seen and they are accused of being lazy.
250

 

These types of accusations represent an element of the rumour that the wives of migrants 

have to endure at the hands of the community.
251

 The community focuses on the negatives 

and if one woman does something wrong then the community comes to think that all wives of 

migrants are the same.
252

 While the wives of migrants are managing the increased workloads 

and dealing with their own feelings about their absent husband, they are also forced to 

overcome community pressures - often without the support of their own family.
253

 

Most of the rumours and suspicion about the wives of migrants related to infidelity. As 

previously stated, in the absence of her husband, women are often required to seek support 

from other people. Sometimes this support comes from other men and this is not well 

received by the community.
254

 Their behaviour and activities are scrutinised and judged by 

the family and society.
255

 

This view was reinforced by assertions that other men in the family are required to provide 

guidance to the migrants’ wife in their absence to ensure she does not engage in bad 

behaviour
256

 or follow what was considered a socially unacceptable course due to her “basic 

needs.”
257

 These views about women stem from the patriarchal structure of Nepali society,
258

 

which the wives of migrants are very aware of. To avoid getting into too many difficulties 

within their community the wives will moderate their behaviour. This act demonstrates the 
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level of inequity in society.
259

 Overall, women associated with migrants can face a 

significantly increased vulnerability as a result of their husband’s migration.
260

 

ii. The empowerment of women associated with migrants 

Migration has undoubtedly increased the burden on women and the vulnerability of women 

associated with migrants but it has also opened up space for women. Some civil society 

members argue that the migration of men has empowered women, but this is not a view 

which is shared by all and needs to be balanced against the increased burden they face.
261

 

Much of the argument around empowerment is based on the work women are doing in the 

household. With women taking on the tasks usually performed by men,
262

 there has been a 

broadening of gender roles
263

 and women are becoming heads of households.
264

 Wives are 

now required to manage family business while engaging with the VDC office.
265

 They play a 

greater role in household decision-making out of necessity.
266

 While they may sometimes 

consult their husbands and there may be disputes over decision-making,
267

 on the whole this 

has increased the capacity of migrants’ wives and lead to positive developments in the family 

and community.
268

 

Women are now going out of the home and widening their experiences in order to meet the 

needs of their family. Whereas “when their husband was here they could not go out [of the 

home], nowadays they go out, they are [more] aware about themselves, they know many 

things.”
269

 Society’s changing perception of women who go out of the house means that more 

women are utilising remittance money to begin small businesses such as tea stalls, groceries 

and small shops. They are driven to do this out of economic necessity and are encouraged by 

their husbands.
270

 

The increasing role of women in the household and their greater involvement in the family’s 

economic affairs led, in some cases, to their empowerment. As well as this, women became 

noticeably more present at community functions. The involvement of migrants’ wives in 

village-level groups was vital for communities heavily affected by male migration. Wives of 

migrants have also become involved in market management, community sanitisation projects, 
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running businesses in the community and representing the community.
271

 It is reported that 

this enhances the capacity of the women involved and benefits the community.
272

 However, 

this type of involvement in the community is not always well received and can lead to 

questions about the wives’ character from her husband or community.
273

 She may be accused 

of acting like a politician or leader
274

 and is chastised and held back. A general perception 

among all respondents was that only with the support of her family can a woman become 

truly empowered. 

When women are supported by their families and the wives of migrants are able to take 

advantage of the opportunities that have opened up in the absence of their husbands, their 

confidence increases. They have greater awareness and more self-belief in their ability to 

make decisions and run the household and businesses effectively. However, this is not always 

valued. There continues to be resistance to the empowerment of women in society and the 

rumours faced by migrants’ wives can be stronger when they are pitted against successful 

women. Society tends to focus on those who are in a vulnerable position – particularly the 

wives of migrants. Society fabricates an overly negative and critical image of them because 

they are easy targets, as women who are vulnerable in the absence of their husbands.
275

 This 

reiterates the need for wives of migrants to have the support of their husband and family in 

order to succeed in his absence with minimal community pressure. However, when husbands 

return to the household this can be a challenge, as they may seek to revert back to how things 

used to be in terms of power and decision-making;
276

 for most women the change in head of 

household is only temporary while the husband is away.
277

 

6. Community implications of migration 

The previous sections have all contributed to an understanding of the community implications 

of migration to some degree, in particular sections four and five which consider family 

disintegration, infidelity and the vulnerability of women associated with migrants. This 

section takes a closer look at how the community views migration and migrants, both prior to 

and after migration. 

i. The community’s outlook on migration and treatment of migrants 

Section one gave an indication of the community’s understanding of why migration takes 

place. It detailed the problems families face that lead to the decision to migrate and offers 

support for these decisions. This support is what enables migration to take place. As 

                                                           
271

Group interview, family of migrants, male, Kailali, 19/09/2014 
272

 Group interview with community members, female, Kanchanpur, 21/09/2014 
273

Key informant interview with journalist, male, Kanchanpur, 19/09/2014 
274

 Key informant interview with civil society, male, Kailali, 17/09/2014 
275

Key informant interview with civil society, female, Dang, 18/09/2014; Key informant interview with civil 
society, male, Kailali, 17/09/2014 
276

Key informant interview with civil society, female, Kailali, 16/092014 
277

Key informant interview with civil society, male, Kailali, 17/09/2014 



 

36 
 

highlighted previously, the economic situation of potential migrants is very precarious. They 

are financially poor and struggle to access loans because of their low financial status. It is 

their difficult economic situation that leads to the decision to migrate. In this case those who 

wish to migrate often approach family and members of the community for support in raising 

the necessary finance. Often wealthier people in the community will provide a loan with 

interest.
278

 The same people also provide loans to migrants while they are abroad in case of 

emergencies such as health issues. However, the provision of these loans is often based on 

economic class with middle-income people finding it easier to access loans
279

 compared to 

those from a lower socioeconomic class. This directs the destination of migration with those 

from a lower socioeconomic class tending to go to India where migration costs are much 

lower. The provision of loans from community members should be seen more as a business 

venture than support for migration, it is, nonetheless, clear that the provision of these types of 

loans influences patterns of migration. 

The community expressed concern about the high levels of migration taking place and the 

lack of youth in the villages. This was highlighted in section 3.1 when discussing agricultural 

needs but the issue is also relevant for other areas of social life such as taking people to 

hospital when they are sick
280

 which places an additional burden on the community and 

reduces support for migration. The way that the community is reported to treat women 

associated with migrants when their husbands are abroad, could imply that the community is 

not supportive of migration. Their treatment of these women makes it harder for migrants to 

be away from home. This was one way of viewing the level of community support for 

migration but there are other dimensions to a community’s outlook. 

Support for migration is also based on how a migrant and their family are treated upon the 

migrant’s return. The way in which a migrant and their family are regarded is almost solely 

based on how well (financially) they are perceived to have done as a result of migration. 

These perceptions will start to form while the migrant is away and cannot always be 

predicted. For instance, if a migrant is regularly sending money home to his family that 

family may be well regarded in the community but equally this may lead to social 

jealously,
281

 particularly from other migrant families who are not receiving good amounts of 

remittance. This can lead to community tensions. However, if migrants do not send 

remittances home, for whatever reason, they are judged negatively by the community.
282

 

Community judgement continues after the migrant has returned to Nepal. While many 

respondents indicated that earning the respect of the community depends on how well the 

migrant has done financially,
283

 it is also linked to how he behaves when he returns. If his 
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character is good and he has saved money, he will be respected
284

 but if he acts as though he 

is superior then it will cause problems in the community.
285

 

What also matters is how the money is earned and what is done with it. Beyond the 

expectation and judgement on how families of migrants spend remittances, there is also an 

expectation in the community that migrants will help by providing loans. Many migrants will 

assist others in the community and this helps strengthen community relations.
286

 However not 

all migrants will do this; some prefer to focus on supporting their own family and this can be 

perceived negatively.
287

 Another expectation relates to the way in which migrants perceive 

the community to judge them. As previously established, many people refuse to do menial 

work in Nepal because they will not be respected in the community. Instead they opt to 

migrate but very often end up doing similar jobs. This can lead to the migrant earning less 

than expected and becoming reticent about the money he has earned and the job he 

performed. In some cases this leads to the migrant becoming reluctant to participate actively 

within the community for fear of judgement or criticism about the work undertaken or money 

earned.
288

 

Arguably the most significant issue in terms of the community’s outlook on migration was 

the difference in perception between male and female migrants. This has provided more 

detail about how women associated with migrants are treated. Overwhelmingly respondents 

emphasised societal norms regarding gender differences and what was deemed appropriate, 

with most respondents indicating that women should not migrate. 

One of the key issues associated with women choosing to migrate was the permission that is 

often required. Often society’s gender expectations in which “women are confined within the 

kitchen and are not permitted to go out,”
289

 makes it very difficult for women to migrate. 

There is strong social pressure against this. Allegations about what women do when abroad 

and the possible threat of SGBV make it difficult for some families to support the idea – even 

those who are more open to it. Some manpower agents actively refuse to process migration 

applications from women citing problems with their family who do not want them to go.
290

 

Perceptions about women migrating for work are gradually changing as perspectives broaden 

but it will take time. Even when husbands are open to the idea of female migration they feel 

compelled to discourage their wives because of the pressure to conform to traditional notions 
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about how women should behave.
291

 However, when a female migrant has consulted with her 

husband and in-laws and her decision to migrate has been accepted it seems that they do not 

encounter any problems with their family, particularly their husband.
292

 

When a female migrant returns to Nepal she is generally met with negative perceptions.
293

 

Returning male migrants are, on the whole, treated with respect, but female migrants do not 

enjoy the same level of societal respect.
294

 The cause of this appears to be the same for 

female migrants as it is for the wives of migrants and stems from suspicions about their 

behaviour and activities. These suspicions are shaped by social expectations of how men and 

women should behave. There is a significant amount of distrust towards female migrants, 

their character is questioned and they become the subject of rumours and are accused of 

infidelity and prostitution.
295

 Even those who are supported by their family are not “seen in 

positive ways by the society.”
296

 Perhaps surprisingly, it was stated that most of these 

allegations came from women in the community, not men.
297

 

Society’s response towards female migrants depends on their views about the nature of their 

employment when abroad. Most migrating women are employed as domestic workers and, as 

with previous assertions that menial work is not respected in Nepal, this is “deemed in a 

negative light. They are undervalued.”
298

 Regardless of how well the female migrant may 

have done “men migrants’ work and actions are praised while that of women is 

condemned.”
299

 Their work will not be viewed as worthy
300

 as culturally women are not 

viewed as providers for the family or as an income-earning family member.
301

 A successful 

female migrant who returns with good earnings, would still face accusations of 

prostitution.
302

 These views seem to be based on social constructions of gender roles. Women 

seeking to migrate for employment must either consult with the family or experience greater 

difficulty when they return, as they may not be fully accepted by their family or community. 

This is made more difficult by accepted gender roles where the husband is expected to 
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provide while the wife looks after the household. When the wife migrates this can lower the 

husband’s social status in the eyes of the community
303

 as he is seen as being unable to 

provide for his family.
304

 This can result in increased family tension which, when coupled 

with a rejection of female migrants by the community, can cause significant problems. 

With persistent opposition to female migration it can “be very difficult for women to 

rehabilitate and reconcile in the family and society.”
305

 In some cases the pressure this puts 

on the spousal relationship
306

 can cause family breakdowns or separation from the extended 

family.
307

 As discussed previously in this report, for some unmarried female migrants it can 

be problematic for them to find husbands because of suspicions about how she earned the 

money. This suspicion reinforces patriarchal traditions and helps perpetuate GBV.
308

 

ii. The impact of migration on status in the community 

Financial issues overwhelmingly drive the decision to migrate and it is, therefore, not 

surprising that money plays a big part in the status of returning migrants. For many Nepalis, 

social status is shaped by wealth and so migrants are often judged on how successful they 

have been in their employment abroad. Changes in status brought about by money are 

defined by the utilisation of remittances.
309

 People in the community recognise the 

importance of money in enabling people to look after their family
310

 so while the community 

may not view migration positively, they respect the returned migrant.
311

 This is especially the 

case when migrants utilise their remittance productively and contribute to the economy as 

this has derivative benefits for the community.
312

 Furthermore, when the community sees a 

change in the migrant as a result of their exposure to different environments and advanced 

technologies they view the returned migrant more positively.
313

 However, this change in 

attitude was mostly reserved for male migrants; returning female migrants who showed any 

change in her appearance or personality were viewed negatively for failing to conform to 

social norms. 

The level of respect and prestige that is bestowed on a migrant is also largely determined by 

which country they migrated to. There exists a hierarchy in which migration to the West 

(Europe, United States of America and Australia) is at the top as it is seen as the best, with 
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the Gulf countries and Malaysia next
314

 and migration to India at the bottom.
315

 This 

hierarchy is defined by earning potential.
316

 In principle all migrants will be better respected 

if they utilise their earnings well, however, greater respect was reserved for those who 

migrated to ‘better countries’ such as Australia, European countries and the USA. This can 

sometimes cause problems as migrants may be judged and treated differently by the 

community. 

Increased wealth as a result of migration can change a migrants’ status in the community in 

another way. Caste-based discrimination has long been a social issue in Nepal and in recent 

years there have been efforts to address it. When marginalised (usually Dalit and Tharu) 

people migrate and do well, their social status can increase and discrimination is reduced.
317

 

To a certain degree, a Dalit’s standing within the community is dependent on the way s/he 

behaves and converses with people.
318

 If a Dalit migrant has done well then he will be 

accepted in the community and will receive greater respect than those doing less well (but 

belonging to other social caste groups that are higher in the social hierarchy) because “money 

is the main thing that matters in the caste system…if a Dalit earns a lot, even the Brahmins 

[will] marry them here.”
319

 This is also the case for other migrants belonging to marginalised 

caste groups, such as Tharus,
320

 who can be ‘upgraded’ to higher castes.
321

 These comments 

indicate that views on what shapes the caste system are changing. Before, views about caste 

were shaped by social class and labour based distinction but now it appears to be shaped by 

economic wellbeing.  

As with caste-based discrimination, gender-based based discrimination is endemic in Nepal. 

Although the overwhelming response from the community towards female migrants has been 

negative, there are instances where patriarchal attitudes, held by women as well as men, are 

changing and female migrants are more accepted upon their return. In general a male migrant 

will always be better regarded than a female “but it also depends on someone’s capacity. If 

the woman is well educated then they respect her. It depends on her capability.”
322

There is 

increased acceptance that women should be able to migrate, that migration increases the 

capacity of women and enables them to earn good money.
323

 There is also growing awareness 

that not all female migrants behave inappropriately or engage in extra marital relationships. 

However at the same time, there is still a prevailing attitude towards successful female 

migrants that they earned their money through prostitution, even when it is untrue and there is 
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no evidence to support these sorts of discriminatory attitudes.
324

 There is evidence however 

that this view is slowly changing: “earlier the attitude towards female migrant workers was 

negative but these days a lot of people are going and the trend has altered the 

understanding.”
325

 As more women migrate, society is beginning to look at the ways 

remittances are utilised. When this is done well those women gain the respect of the 

community and this has supported the gradual change in how society perceives women that 

work outside of home: “people think if those women can work abroad then why can’t they do 

it in Nepal.”
326

 

It is clear that migration can lead to a decrease in the social status of a female migrant 

because she loses society’s trust for the reasons explained above.
327

 But there were also some 

examples where women have been able to earn the trust of the community through effective 

utilisation of remittance money, thereby gaining higher status in the community as a result of 

migration. There were examples of this happening for both female migrants and women 

associated with migrants.
328

 This was mostly linked to how they utilised the remittance 

money which was usually found to be invested in land, a house or in small-scale agricultural 

enterprises. 

Overall the status of migrants and families of migrants within society can improve if they are 

judged to have worked well, earned good money, utilised it in the right way and behaved 

appropriately while abroad. On the other hand if a migrant is judged not to have done these 

things it can ruin the “prestige, honour and respect of the family.”
329

 

iii. Cultural impacts of migration 

A number of cultural implications of migration were identified by respondents. The most 

striking part of this was that men dominated the discussion of this topic with women in the 

three districts offering very little in the way of views or opinions. 

Perhaps the most important cultural implication of migration relates to rituals and festivals. 

Many respondents expressed the view that migration had affected funeral rituals as many of 

the country’s youth are out of the country.
330

 This is particularly problematic as “women do 

not attend [the] funeral here so at that time we have to call people. It will be difficult to find 

people during funerals.”
331

 The elderly appeared particularly concerned that with family 

members abroad it can delay performing funeral rituals, from a few days if migrants are in 
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India
332

 to a number of years if they are further afield.
333

 This has prompted a change in some 

cultural practices: “time has changed and women also go in death ceremony.”
334

 

As was the case with marriages, the negative effects of migration were also seen when 

exploring the cultural implications. Although the cost of a wedding was reduced due to 

migration as there were fewer people to invite,
335

 the lack of people, particularly youth, was 

felt in the energy of the event: “there is not as much excitement as there used to be.”
336

 For 

some households, those who had migrated did not return for major festivals, such as Dashain 

or Tihar, which caused distress amongst family members. Moreover, if an inadequate amount 

of money is sent which doesn’t cover the costs of these festivals it can have negative 

repercussions for the migrant and the family’s standing in the community.
337

 Festivals are a 

key part of Nepali cultural life and the gradually diminishing size of communities due to 

migration will continue to bring about incremental cultural change.
338

 

A further way in which Nepali culture is reportedly affected by migration is through the 

influence of other cultures. One aspect that was raised was the change in lifestyles and the 

influence this can have on existing local culture. With increased wealth has come increased 

expenditure on material goods. Many respondents discussed the negative aspects of utilising 

remittances on non-productive areas i.e. goods and services that do not contribute to the 

economy. Others highlighted how the introduction of goods such as satellite television has 

reduced the importance of traditional culture.
339

 It is not only migrants and the families of 

migrants that have access to these types of products and services but when the families of 

migrants do not work it was felt they would just sit watching television. 

The influence from outside cultures has led people to lead different lifestyles and changed the 

sorts of events that are celebrated.  Birthdays, wedding anniversaries and valentine’s day 

were not historically celebrated but they are now.
340

 These things were not necessarily seen 

as negative or harmful because they bring benefits such as strengthening communal ties, 

however, the obligation to celebrate these sorts of events had implications for a family’s 

finances. For some respondents, these changes represent a shift towards Western culture to 

the detriment of Hindu culture and they also felt that migrant workers have embraced a 

Western lifestyle and bought it back to Nepal.
341

 Some respondents believe that migration 

poses a threat to the religious culture of Nepal. These respondents expressed concern that 
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migrants might change their religion as a result of migration
342

 and that if this continued it 

could result in religious conflict.
343

 It was, however, not clear why religious conversion was 

thought to be driven by migrants given the majority of migrants from Nepal are either in 

India or Muslim countries (Gulf countries and Malaysia). 

One significant positive cultural change that is reported to have taken place as a result of 

migration is that of decreasing practice of caste-based discrimination. It has previously been 

stated that the way in which the community views those from so-called “lower castes” who 

have worked abroad is dependent on whether they are seen to have done well for themselves. 

However, changes can also be seen in the way returning migrants from higher castes relate 

more equally to those who are lower caste. These changes can have influences in the wider 

community when people are living in close proximity and sharing living quarters.
344

 While 

this positive change in behaviour seems to occur during migrants' time abroad, it is not clear 

if it continues to a significant degree in the community once the migrants have returned 

home. While migrants stated that they do not adhere to the caste-based system when they are 

abroad, it may be difficult to adopt the same approach when they return home because of 

societal pressure.
345

 This is not the same for all migrants but it is clear that the process of 

migration can have a limited influence in fostering culture change. With stronger 

enforcement of legislation that prevents caste-based discrimination and fosters social 

equality, changes which now are only temporary can become better sustained in Nepali 

communities. 

Migration cannot change all aspects of culture, but the changes it can bring were often 

viewed negatively by communities during the research.  What was clear from migrants’ 

responses was that their cultural perception changed as a result of migration: “since you learn 

new things, it will help to fight against the social stigmas.”
346

 The degree to which this 

newfound knowledge influences culture will differ from family to family and community to 

community. 

7. The Government and migration 

The Government and its relationship to migration was discussed in detail during the research. 

Most respondents complained that the Government was both the reason for migration and 

unable to effectively regulate migration and support migrants. However, criticism of the 

Government was not reserved only for matters associated with migration many of the 

responses indicate a wider problem in the relationship between the Government and its 

citizens. 
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i. The Government in the pre-migration period 

In terms of migration, the most discussed issue was the lack of an environment conducive to 

good employment within Nepal. The Government was blamed for the overall situation in the 

country that has led to migration and dissatisfaction with the Government.
347

 The lack of 

social security and lack of investment in human security was seen as a driver of migration. 

This has, in turn, increased socio cultural deterioration, which is viewed as a negative 

phenomenon.
348

 

The Government’s most significant shortcoming was perceived to be the lack of employment 

opportunities. Economic insecurity was stated as the primary reason for migration; all 

respondents cited Government failure to generate employment as central to the decision to 

migrate abroad.
349

 This view was held by almost all respondents and indicates the level of 

expectation citizens have of their Government. Whilst providing employment for every 

citizen is perhaps an unrealistic expectation,
350

 there are important areas that the Government 

can try and change in its economic policies. However the Government is not regarded as 

effective. For example, the system of nepotism and favouritism was seen to limit employment 

opportunities
351

 but this issue is not being addressed by the Government. Likewise, industrial 

and employment policy is the preserve of the Government and in the absence of large-scale 

industry people are leaving the country.
352

 Furthermore, poor utilisation of natural resources 

and the absence of an effective youth policy were seen as instrumental in increasing 

migration.
353

 

The issue of youth migration and links to unemployment was also raised by those 

condemning the Government.
354

 These respondents talked about youth losing trust in the 

Government because the Government has failed to support them.
 355

 

There is strong criticism of the Government for not providing an environment conducive to 

employment. It is clear that more could be done by the Government in this regard however as 

remittances are a vital component of the economy and are “expected to amount to over 30% 
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of GDP [Gross Domestic Product]”
356

 in the financial year 2014/15. Although migration is 

likely to remain high in Nepal for the foreseeable future, respondents were critical of the 

Government’s lack of support for migrants prior to their migration. Some respondents 

referred to orientation programmes run by the Government in order to prepare migrants
357

 

however the content of these orientations was not clear from the research.  Respondents 

stated that orientation programmes currently being offered were insufficient
358

 and did not 

cover essential information such as what support would be available in the destination 

country.
359

 The issues of orientation and employment were linked by the assertion that much 

of the employment abroad was menial because migrant workers lacked the necessary skills to 

do higher level work. It was suggested that the Government should have provided skills 

training to those migrating so they could engage in better types of employment and receive 

better salaries.
360

 The expectations expressed by some of the respondents also seemed 

unrealistic. However it is these types of expectations that are framing the relationship 

between the Government and its citizens - particularly the expectations of migrants. 

ii. The Government, migrants and families of migrants  

It is clear that from examining the responses the relationship between the Government, 

migrants and families of migrants is complicated. It is important to point out that these views 

came from migrants, families of migrants, community members and civil society; only one 

government official was interviewed.  

The overwhelming issue raised in discussing the relationship with the Government was the 

problems migrants faced abroad. Many of the problems migrants experienced required 

support from embassy services however many respondents were very vocal about the lack of 

support they received from the embassy.
361

 Complaints concerned embassy officials only 

speaking in English;
362

 not supporting female migrants who had been victims of sexual 

violence;
363

 not doing enough to repatriate injured or deceased migrants quickly;
364

 and not 

supporting migrants who had been cheated by manpower companies.
365

 Nepal’s embassies 

were viewed as being very weak, especially when compared to the embassies of other 
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countries providing migrant workers such as Malaysia,
366

 Vietnam
367

 and the Philippines.
368

 

This led to migrants having a poor impression of their Embassy and Consular services.
369

 

Along with potential examples of corruption, there are other reasons why there appears to be 

a gap between what migrants expect from the Government while they are abroad and what 

services they receive. Considering the volume of migration it is evident that the 

Government’s capacity to manage the migration process is limited.
370

 Their ability to manage 

the process is further restricted by the number of different migration routes. When migration 

is direct from Nepal to the West, the Gulf countries or Malaysia, the Government can monitor 

it and knows who is out of the country and where they are. This makes it easier for them to 

support those migrants. However, a large amount of migration is either to India or to other 

countries via India. In these cases it is almost impossible for the Government to monitor 

migration. In some of these cases, manpower companies will take a migrant to India before 

issuing false documentation so they can travel on to countries that the Government has 

restricted travel to.
371

 

Another reason given for limited service provision for migrants while abroad was the lack of 

adequate ambassadors and officials making it difficult to carry out consular services. One 

particular issue was the alleged poor capacity in the Embassy as a result of understaffing.
372

 If 

this was the case it would make it difficult for the Government to provide support services to 

migrant workers. It might also go some way to explaining the level of complaints from 

migrants. Generally there appeared to be a high level of dependency and expectation from 

citizens towards the Government.
373

 In terms of migration, what this means is that those 

wishing to migrate expect the Government to manage the process and support them while 

abroad. 

The Government also has a relationship, of sorts, with the families of migrants who remain in 

Nepal while their family member is abroad. This relationship is partially determined by 

location with those in the city being more informed about government policies and actively 

engaged with the Government compared to those in rural areas.
374

 This relationship is 

necessary for all living in urban and rural areas; however for the families of migrants in rural 

areas there appears to be less of a relationship. This is perhaps due to the absence of the head 

of the household, when it is the husband who migrates. It may also be due to the increased 

workload of the migrants’ wife who is now the temporary head of the household which 

prevents them from actively engaging with Government. The involvement of women in 
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political and governmental aspects of life in the community is not impossible but is harder for 

them than it is for men. The lack of governmental coordination with migrant’s families
375

 and 

political parties that are very powerful at the VDC level, show no interest in the problems 

families of migrants face.
376

 It is, therefore, understandable that the wives of migrants, 

burdened with an increased workload, do not engage significantly with local government. 

Both the community and civil society were of the opinion that the VDC did little to support 

the families of migrants. The wives of migrants could not see the benefit of engaging
377

 and 

the VDC failed to proactively involve this group.
378

 However, it is not to say the families of 

migrants have no contact with the Government. Traditionally, most documentation – 

marriage registrations, birth certificates, citizenship certificates, death certificates and land 

titles – are issued by local government and require a male family member to process it. 

However, social changes accelerated by migration have seen the increased involvement of 

women in these processes. A marriage certificate still requires the husband to be present and 

this can present problems for newly married women trying to obtain a citizenship certificate 

for herself or a child after her new husband has migrated for employment.
379

 However, in 

general it is easier for the women to obtain certificates as the family members and community 

members can vouch for her and her child, provided the local Government authorities are 

convinced.
380

 In cases where the husband is away, it has also been made easier for the wife to 

buy land with remittances and receive the appropriate documentation.
381

 

In terms of voting, there has been an increase in the numbers of women becoming more 

politically involved,
382

 while many of them base their political decision on their husbands 

voting patterns.
383

 Whilst the issue of voting is not technically part of the relationship 

between the Government and families of migrants, because women have the vote it brings 

them into contact with government mechanisms which means that in some ways a 

relationship exists between them.  

The Government also has a relationship with migrants once they have returned from abroad. 

Respondents’ views on the level of involvement returned migrants have in politics and their 

engagement with local government was split. Some felt that while returning migrants were 

aware of current political issues, they were disengaged and disinterested. Various 
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technologies allow migrants to stay abreast of political developments while they are away.
384

 

This is particularly the case for the youth who can be very cynical about the relevance of 

being politically engaged.
385

 The distance, perceived or actual, between politicians and the 

Government and the people is one of the main reasons for the disinterest of youth. This view 

is exacerbated by negative experiences with the Government when abroad
386

 to the point 

where many returning migrants do not involve themselves with local politics and 

government, preferring instead to get on with their own lives.
387

 

Not all returned migrants felt this way however and some became actively engaged in local 

politics and government. Some returned migrants showed a particular interest in what is 

being done in relation to foreign employment; how it is being regulated and how families of 

migrants are being supported.
388

 These migrants become involved with local development 

activities and forestry user groups and “try to give opinions and advice on local development 

based on their experiences.”
389

 For some returning migrants their level of engagement within 

the community and its local governance and development is a direct result of their 

experiences abroad. Some have been politicised by the contacts they made,
390

 while others 

have become mobilised by seeing how things are done in other countries. This leads to them 

having increased demands and expectations from their Government.
391

 

Overall, although the Government does not experience direct hostility from migrants and 

families of migrants, they do not enjoy a particularly favourable relationship with these 

groups. The lack of support for migrants before, during and after migration and for migrants’ 

families while they are abroad has created a barrier between the Government and migrants 

which is not helped by society’s generally negative view of the Government.
392

 

iii. Regulation of manpower agencies 

The other significant relationship the Government has when it comes to migration is with 

manpower companies. This was a major issue for respondents who felt that manpower 

companies took advantage of migrants and that the Government did little to stop this. 

One of the central roles the Government plays when it comes to migration is that of 

monitoring which falls into two categories: monitoring migration and monitoring the conduct 

of manpower companies. One challenge for the Government in monitoring manpower 
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companies is that migrants do not always go through Government channels or they pass 

through India so there is limited data regarding migration.
393

 Respondents expressed concern 

over the inability of the Government to monitor the movement of migrants as this has 

implications for how the Government can support them. Currently, migrating Nepalis can 

only be monitored at airports
394

- the Government does not check those crossing borders 

overland.
395

 

The monitoring issue is compounded by a perceived weakness of the Government in how it 

deals with manpower companies. Many respondents emphasised the problems migrants have 

with manpower companies. Section 2.i discusses this in more detail. However, part of the 

reason manpower companies are able to manipulate migrants is because the Government does 

not effectively monitor their conduct.
396

 This is partly because of the number of manpower 

companies and agents in operation and there were a number of assertions that the 

Government does not focus on manpower related activity.
397

 The Department of Labour and 

other bodies relating to foreign employment, are centralised in Kathmandu and do not 

monitor agents in the districts.
398

 The Government is seen as weak as it cannot ensure that 

manpower companies provide the employment they have contracted migrant workers to 

do.
399

 There is also a belief that the Government should set the parameters within which 

manpower companies must work, and should introduce a minimum wage, which would stop 

the exploitation of Nepali migrant workers by third countries.
400

 

However, a crucial issue was raised in relation to the apparent weakness of government to 

regulate manpower companies - the perception that some Government officials are engaged 

in corruption with manpower companies.
401

 While this claim has not been substantiated, it 

was something that some migrants believe to be the case.
402

 This view was also supported by 

civil society which has highlighted the role of embassy officials in brokering with manpower 

companies.
403
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As a result of the perceived inadequacies of the Government, respondents have demanded 

that it take steps to effectively regulate manpower companies. This would help ensure the 

problems they, and their families face, are minimised and help improve the working and 

living conditions of migrants.
404

 Manpower companies should be effectively regulated by the 

Government to standardise migration costs and conditions.
405

 This would ensure that the 

Government controls migration and would also enable the country to gain economically from 

the system.
406

 

Conclusion  

Migration has become entrenched as a socio-economic practice in Nepal. Available statistics 

clearly show thousands of men and women leaving the country every day in search of 

employment opportunities. Despite the potential risk of being deceived by manpower agents 

and the perceived lack of support by the Government in creating local employment 

opportunities, people continue to travel abroad for work. Migrants are already in a vulnerable 

position and are forced to accept the changes in conditions placed upon them once abroad. 

Pressure from family members and their community to keep working and send money back 

home forces them to remain in situations or environments where they are vulnerable to 

deteriorating health, negative psychosocial impacts, isolation and financial debt. 

Migration has significant consequences for the family as it is seen as a threat to existing 

family structures. Spouse relationships are negatively affected by long periods of separation 

and the lack of intimacy this causes. Existing patriarchal values and norms have had adverse 

impacts on women, as they are often subject to negative perceptions from their families and 

communities, most of which are linked to perceived infidelity. However, migration has also 

led to a gradual process of women becoming more empowered. In the absence of male 

household members, some women have had the opportunity to play a more active role in 

decision-making within their homes. For a few, this decision-making has also extended 

outside their homes, as they are compelled to interact with local government service 

providers and other local stakeholders on behalf of their household. 

Finally, there were very high expectations of Government from local communities, migrants 

and their families who all identified the most significant shortcoming of the Government as 

its inability to create employment opportunities, forcing people to migrate for work. The 

perceived lack of support and limited service provision in foreign countries was a key reason 

for migrants and their families to have pessimistic views of the state. The other significant 

reason for negative views of the government was its inability to control and regulate 

manpower companies.  
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Recommendations 

Support the revision of existing policies to improve economic insecurities 

A key dissatisfaction towards the Government was the lack of employment opportunities and 

economic insecurity. There is, therefore, an urgent need to revise existing economic 

development plans and policies to ensure that the local skilled and unskilled population are 

able to utilise their knowledge and experience for positive employment opportunities that 

contributes to their economic development and the country’s economic progress. The project 

can support existing or establish links between the state and the private sector to facilitate the 

creation of innovative and realistic employment opportunities, particularly for youth and 

marginalised groups, in consultation with communities. 

Support existing state and non-state mechanisms that provide skills development to 

outgoing migrants 

The findings show that migratory practices- both seasonal and long-term- have become an 

on-going trend in Nepal. The project could support the practice by providing technical 

support to existing state mechanisms that provide skills and knowledge to outgoing migrants. 

The number of unskilled labour migrants is relatively high in rural communities. These 

migrants could benefit from this type of training to prepare them and help them avoid being 

placed in a vulnerable situation once they have arrived in their host country. This type of 

training should include knowledge on existing national and international labour laws and 

labour laws of the host countries, along with technical skills-based training. 

Support and strengthen gender-sensitive trainings and knowledge development 

Both men and women travel abroad for employment but migrant women are more vulnerable 

than men. Migrant women have reported various forms of sexual and gender-based violence. 

Existing support for outgoing migrants should be revised to ensure that the gendered needs 

and concerns of men and women from diverse socio-economic groups are addressed through 

training that target gender-specific needs. An example of gender-sensitive support could be to 

conduct a socio-economic mapping of young men and women to explore their levels of 

education and occupational skills and their gender-specific needs. This type of mapping could 

be used to inform and tailor the technical trainings and support they receive. 

Establish and/or support psychosocial counselling mechanisms to help reintegration of 

returning migrants with their families 

Migration causes long-term family separation, diminished intimacy between partners and 

increases mistrust between the migrant and his/her family members. In order to address this 

effectively, local level psychosocial counselling mechanisms could be established or existing 

mechanisms could be supported through the Sajhedari Bikaas project. While individual 

counselling for men and women migrants is important, it is equally important to include 

family counselling as part of the healing process for migrants and their families. Another 
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important aspect of psychosocial counselling is the support it can provide to returning 

migrants as a group; group counselling could be effective in providing a safety net for 

incoming and outgoing migrants who may benefit from jointly sharing common experiences 

in a trusted and safe environment. 

Address the vulnerability of women associated with migrants in a gender-sensitive 

manner 

Women are exposed to a number of external and internal threats, especially women whose 

husbands or other male family members have migrated. These women might be at increased 

risk of SGBV inside and outside their homes and have to cope with rumours of infidelity. 

Through a socially inclusive lens, Sajhedari Bikaas could provide assistance to these women 

by strengthening their economic independence and empowerment. It is imperative that 

existing programmes adopt a conflict-sensitive approach as often economic empowerment 

programmes targeting women only can lead to negative attitudes and/or backlash from other 

family members and the community due to existing power dynamics. This type of 

programming could be offered as part of a wider package to family members and coordinated 

with the technical trainings received by the migrant family member to ensure higher chances 

of community ownership. 

Provide migrants and their families with long and short term finance/ investment 

support to better manage and use their remittances  

One of the key issues of migration was the utilisation of migrants’ remittances. While there 

are many families that are barely supported by the remittance earnings once the financial debt 

has been paid off, there were examples where earnings had been invested in small-scale 

businesses. This became something for other migrants and their families to aspire to; it 

resulted in increased social acceptance and respect from other community members. 

Providing migrants and their families with specific technical trainings to analyse market and 

labour needs, business management and innovative income generation could enable sound 

investment of migrant remittances. This would in turn contribute to sustainable income 

sources. These trainings should be informed by a socio-economic mapping at the local level 

and a market needs analysis at regional and national levels.  
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Annex: Methodology 

Proposed research locations: Saferworld focussed on selected VDCs and/or Municipalities 

in three of the SajhedariBikaas districts that have the highest number of absentees (both in 

total numbers and proportional in relation to their overall population):  

District Total no. of absentees % of district population 

Kanchanpur 38,300 8.5 

Kailali 62,500 8.1% 

Dang 43,100 7.8% 

 

The VDCs and/or Municipalities were selected during the desk research phase. One factor 

that was taken into consideration was the flood situation at the time of data collection which 

may have affected the selection of research sites. 

Rationale 

Migration within Nepal and to other countries, especially to India and the Gulf states, is a 

major phenomenon in Nepal. According to estimates by the Department of Foreign 

Employment, more than 1000 Nepalis leave the country every day to migrate for work to 

India and this tendency is rising.
407

Most of those migrating are young working age men,
408

 

although women are migrating as well.  

With remittances being a major source of income for Nepal, a lot of studies have been carried 

out to understand the economic implications and benefits that external migration has on 

development in Nepal. At the same time, there is very limited research on the social 

implications migration has on the source communities, including the migrants’ families.
409

 

However, given the high number of people migrating it is to be expected that there will be 

significant implications that are both positive and negative. For example, previous research 

carried out by Saferworld
410

 indicates that migration poses significant challenges to roles and 

relationships within families, often resulting in the breakdown of families or an increase in 

violence, especially domestic violence. There is also evidence that migration is both a 

necessity as well as a trend among young men, particularly in more remote villages. Young 

men from these areas see it as the only opportunity to earn money to sustain their families 

and also an opportunity to break out of every-day village routine.  
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Research objectives 

Given the poor evidence base to date on the social implications of youth migration in general 

and in the Mid- and Far West in particular, the fifth conflict assessment sought to take an 

exploratory approach to gain an overview on three interlinked questions:  

1. What are the implications migration has on interpersonal and family relationships? 

2. What are the implications migration has on community relationships? 

3. What are the implications of migration on relationships with the state
411

? 

 

Under each of these broader headings the research focussed on specific aspects within these 

domains. The specific aspects were agreed upon after the completion of the first field 

research phase. Potential areas to focus on could, for example, include the link between 

migration and gender-based violence (GBV), the potential of migration to reduce or 

increase/create social tensions, or implications of migration on local decision making.  

Important considerations 

Members of the same community migrate both internally within Nepal as well as regionally 

or overseas and both seasonally and for longer periods of time. Therefore Saferworld did not 

only focus on one specific type of migration. It was, however, anticipated that the social 

implications for a family of a seasonal migrant who is only away for a number of months 

each year would be different to those whose family member is away for several years at a 

time. To capture these types of differences, the data were disaggregating to provide this level 

of detail. 

The focus of the research was on the social effects migration has on community members and 

families, rather than on the migrants’ experiences while away from their communities. 

Nevertheless, migrants were also involved in the research as key informants or group 

discussion participants as they were able to contribute important information on how 

migration is impacting on source communities and families.  

Please note that the assessment was not able to assess the scale of migration from the selected 

SB districts; however, available statistics or estimates were considered in the desk research 

phase. 

Methodology 

Saferworld utilised the same methodological approach applied so far for the other conflict 

assessments to ensure consistency. However, to allow for both an exploration of social 

implications of migration on sending communities in the target districts as well as a more 

detailed assessment of specific aspects that are particularly relevant to the selected districts 
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and SajhedariBikaas project’s mandate, Saferworld divided the participatory consultation 

research stage into two phases.  

Stage 1 – Desk Research, review of secondary data– to inform and complement the 

assessment, Saferworld conducted a review of secondary sources of information on external 

and internal migration, both focusing on Nepal and elsewhere. For this assessment, more 

focus was put on secondary data because of the wealth of data on migration in general and on 

economic implications of migration in Nepal. 

Stage 2 – Participatory Consultations and Research – was the key stage in terms of data 

collection. This phase is rooted in a Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) approach utilising 

tools crucial to ensure that the research was as participatory as possible given the various 

social and cultural factors that can be an obstacle to this. This phase mainly took place at the 

headquarters and VDC level in the three districts, where the research team collected most of 

the data informing the research. In addition, some interviews were carried out with key 

informants in Kathmandu, for example with representatives of NGOs or academics working 

on migration.  

Participatory Research Techniques (PRTs) applied included the following: 

Kathmandu, district and VDC-level key informant interviews (KIIs) are considered the 

core category of interviews to provide district specific information and qualitative data on 

perceptions of development initiatives and stakeholders. KIIs aimed to elicit information 

from target respondents who were strategically placed to speak on the topic. 

Approximately 5-10 KIIs were conducted in each of the three target districts, plus 2-3 in 

Kathmandu. Interviewees were from government institutions, community based 

organisations, NGOs, INGOs, the media and others well-placed to talk about migration.  

Where possible, additional in-depth interviews were carried out with individuals who had 

specific views on or experiences related to the social implications of migration for example 

spouses of migrants, their children or parents, or returnees themselves. These in-depth 

interviews provided a thick description of perceptions, experiences, attitudes and behaviour 

that added depth to the assessment.  

Details on the key informants were agreed upon during the early research stages. 

Group discussions (GDs) with community representatives in all three target districts were 

conducted. Three GDs were carried out which provided qualitative data on public perceptions 

of migration, migrants and the social effects migration has on communities. A combination of 

mixed and separate GDs (for example by gender, age group and whether or not participants 

had a migrant in their family) were carried out. Some PRT tools were used to gather in-depth 

information. 

Details on the GD composition were agreed upon during the early research stages. 
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Data collection during the Participatory Consultations and Research stage took place in two 

phases: 

Phase 1: Saferworld sought to get an initial and broader overview of the social implications 

of migration that existed at the community level, as defined and prescribed by research 

participants themselves rather than Saferworld staff, this helped to inform the more in-depth 

research during Phase 2. During this phase, Saferworld researchers and external note takers 

travelled to the three districts and carried out three GDs in each of the districts: 

 

S.

N 

Group Discussions (GDs) – tentative Quantity per 

district 

1 Community members, including some members of migrants’ 

families 

1 

1 Migrants who have returned to the communities 1 

1 Representatives of organisations, institutions and other groups 

that work on or have expertise in migration. 

1 

 Total (3 districts) 9 

 

Following the analysis of Phase 1 findings, Saferworld identified the key issues evident in 

each district and decided which aspects to look into in more detail during phase 2. The 

guiding questions and details for KIIs and GDs for Phase 2 were further developed and may 

have differed according to district findings in the 1
st
 phase.  

Phase 2: During Phase 2, the research teams carried out specifically tailored Group 

Interviews (GIs) and KIIs to get more in-depth information related to the key aspects selected 

during Phase 1. This was a more extensive and detailed examination of the issues. 

Due to time constraints, Saferworld carried out the data collection during Phase 1 without 

local partners. However, local CeLRRd staff were part of the research teams during Phase 2- 

they observed, took notes and were part of the debriefings.  

The research schedule was as follows: 

Phase Activities Timeframe 

Stage 1 Desk research and logistical preparations  From early/mid-August 

Stage 2, 

Phase 1 

 

Data collection in selected districts and 

 

1 - 8 September 
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VDCs 

Initial analysis of research findings and 

development of Phase 2 guiding questions 

 

Stage 2, 

Phase 2 

Data collection in selected districts and 

VDCs 

14-24 September 

Stage 3 Analysis of findings and production of 

first draft 

Feedback incorporated 

 

Mid December (because of Dashain 

and Tihar holidays) 

End of December 

 

 

Research team  

3 dedicated teams that were involved in the research, one in each district.  

 3 Saferworld staff members led on methodology development, training, data 

collection, analysis and write up and quality control; 

 One external research advisor supported methodology development, desk research, 

field research for Phase 1, analysis and report writing; 

 3 external note takers for Phase 1; 

 Up to 3 transcribers to transcribe research notes from KIIs and GIs; 

 3 local coordinators from respective research districts for Phase 2. 

 

Three research teams comprising of a minimum of 2 members each were involved in the field 

research. A Saferworld staff member led each group. They received assistance from a 

research advisor who supported the development of the methodology, desk research, analysis 

and report writing and provided input for data collection in Phase 1. The assessment was 

supported by senior Saferworld staff in Kathmandu and London, particularly during 

methodology development, analysis of findings, reviewing the initial draft report and quality 

control. Local CeLRRd staff who participated in the recent conflict analysis training were 

involved in Phase 2 of this research.  

Tentative Report Structure 

The report is structured in the following way:  

1. Introduction  

 Brief introduction to the Sajedhari Bikaas project, its objectives and the purpose of the 

conflict assessment 

 Brief summary of methodology used, brief outline of report structure 

2. Executive summary of findings  

3. Context background  

4. Research findings  
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5. Conclusion and recommendations  

Based on the findings, Saferworld developed key themes and recommendations and identified 

priorities and opportunities for areas that the Sajhedari Bikaas project can engage in.  

6. Annex  

The annex includes: 

 Final version of the methodology 

Key principles  

This research was guided by key principles underlying Saferworld’s work.  

Conflict and context sensitivity: Saferworld is committed to implementing the principles of 

conflict sensitivity in its own work and to support other actors to operate in a manner that is 

conflict-sensitive. Saferworld has applied the principle of conflict sensitivity throughout the 

methodology design, data collection, analysis and write-up. As part of this Saferworld has 

been transparent about the purpose of the research; involved respondents and researchers in a 

way that does not put them at risk; selected and designed questions in a way that would not 

increase tensions, fuel stereotypes, etc.; and ensured confidentiality and anonymity of 

respondents at all times.  

Inclusivity: Inclusivity is fundamental to Saferworld’s approach and the views and 

perceptions of the most vulnerable groups in society (which often includes women, youth, 

elderly and minorities) are a key consideration for Saferworld. While there are limitations in 

terms of how many representatives from vulnerable and marginalised groups can be involved, 

Saferworld aims to ensure a good understanding of the perceptions and specific concerns of 

these groups.  

Gender balance: The research team talked to both male and female respondents from 

different age groups and strived to obtain nuanced viewpoints on the topic. However, the 

research team may not always have been able to get balanced involvement of male and 

female respondents. The team may also have had to prioritise respondents who were better 

informed about the relevant issues, even if fewer respondents from some groups were heard 

as a result.  

Participatory methodology: The diverse views and perceptions of respondents are crucial to 

getting a good understanding of the current situation, potential developments and 

opportunities for programming responses. To get this information, participatory tools have 

proven effective as they are suitable for obtaining rich qualitative data. Saferworld has 

identified and employed a limited number of tools that are designed to extract good 

information on specific issues where appropriate. 
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Guiding Questions  

These are proposed Guiding Questions for Phase 1 of the field research. Guiding Questions 

for Phase 2 were developed after the initial analysis of Phase 1 findings. 

1. What are the implications migration has on interpersonal and family relationships? 

 What are the challenges in family or interpersonal relationships when a migrant is 

away and how are they dealt with?  

 After the migrant’s return, how and in what way does migration 

positively/negatively alter family and interpersonal relationships? How is this 

dealt with?  

 Does migration empower/disempower the migrants’ families, and if so, how?  

 What support systems is there/are not there to deal with any challenges or build on 

positive changes? 

 

2. What are the implications migration has on community relationships? 

 To what extent and how do relationships with/within the community change 

because of migration (e.g., related factors including gender, age, caste, 

class/wealth/status, religion, etc.); 

 How do people view those changes? What do they think of it and why? (Probe 

based on gender, age, caste, status). 

 What are the positive social aspects of migration for the community? What are the 

negative social aspects of migration for the community?  

 What support systems exist to deal with challenges evident or build on migration 

related empowerment? 

 

3. What are the implications of migration on relationships with the state? 

 What relationships do migrants maintain (or don’t maintain) with the state while 

they are away? (for example, receiving services from the state, engagement in 

local decision making processes, voting  etc.) 

 Do you think governance is affected as a result of migration? How and why? 

 After the migrant’s return, how and in what way does migration 

positively/negatively alter relationships between the migrant and the state? 

 How does migration alter the relationship of migrants’ families/the communities 

with the state? 

 Does migration empower/disempower the state, and if so, how? 

 

Guiding questions for Phase 2 (based on initial analysis and observation of Phase 1 field 

data) 

Economic issues affecting family/society  

1) What are the economic benefits and challenges experienced by families who have a 

migrant abroad?  
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(Probe on: Debt issues and how managed, inability to pay rent, provision, school fees etc; 

poor use of money; investment in education/health care; improved skills; increased 

dependency on remittance). 

2) How are educational/employment opportunities for migrants affected by migration?  

(Probe on: Why drop education/employment for migration? Why do more men migrate for 

employment? What is the impact of limiting educational/employment opportunities? How 

can migration enhance education/employment opportunities?) 

3) What are the social implications of changes in the labour force due to migration? 

(Probe on: pressures on remaining family, intergenerational issues – children, youth, elderly, 

harvesting issues – Indian immigration, need to hire daily labour – rumours etc.). 

Family and social relations  

1) Are spousal relations affected by migration? If so, in what way? 

(Probe on: mistrust based on rumours, trust over earnings, extra-marital affairs, divorce, 

GBV, missing family members and positive aspects). 

2) Are intergenerational relations affected by migration? If so, in what way? 

(Probe on: Spouse & In-law relations, issues between parent and child(ren) – role models, 

discipline etc., spouse & children moving away, trust over earnings, missing family members, 

positive and negative aspects). 

3) Is the care of the young and elderly affected by migration? If so, in what way? 

(Probe on: who does responsibility lie with? how necessary tasks are distributed, what levels 

of burden exist). 

4) What gender dimensions arise due to migration?  

(Probe on: pressure to go abroad particularly for males, negative perception of female 

migrants, others?) 

5) Are social relations affected by migration? If so, in what way? 

(Probe on: trust over earnings, societal trust (rumours, suspicion and jealousy), 

discrimination (caste, religion, status, gender, generational)) 

6) Is there any effect on culture from changing social relations as a result of migration? 

Is so, what? 

(Probe on: gender aspects; challenges to cultural norms – e.g. gender roles, caste, region, 

generational conflict). 

Gender issues  

1) Are gender roles reversed while a male or female member of the family is away? If 

so, to what effect and how does that alter when they return?  

(Probe on: added burden on women, care of children/elderly, empowerment of women – 

decision-making (schooling, hiring/selling land/property/labour, political engagement, 

employment) tension/conflict related to this upon return). 



 

61 
 

 

 

U.S. Agency for International Development 

1300 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW Washington, DC 20523 

Tel: (202) 712-0000 

Fax: (202) 216-3524 

www.usaid.gov 
 

2) Are men and male youth pressured by family and the community to go abroad for 

work as a function of gender roles? If so, what effect does this have? 

(Probe on: impact on women who are obstructed from migrating, impact on men who 

experience this pressure, impact of this pressure when migrant returns). 

3) How is the social status of women migrants affected by their migration? 

(Probe on: rumours of infidelity, different acceptability of male and female migrants). 

4) What security issues may exist as a result of migration? How are they managed? 

(Probe on: Security issues associated with not having a man in the household, need to hire 

daily labour – security issues, security risks a female/male migrant experience abroad and 

how this may impact upon return, support mechanisms available such as for GBV). 

Trust in and Engagement with the State 

1) What State support mechanisms are there for migrants while abroad? 

(Probe on: ability of the State to protect and support migrants while abroad, the impact this 

ability has on the level of trust migrants have for the State, social implications upon return of 

failure to support). 

2) How do you feel about the interaction between the State and manpower companies? 

(Probe on: regulatory issues, fairness of manpower company actions, impact that interaction 

has on levels of trust for the State). 

3) How has the level of State service provision impacted on the choice to migrate? How 

has this affected your feelings towards the State?  

(Probe on: reasons for migration - employment creation, education, access to financing, the 

failure of the State to provide these things). 

4) What service provision has the State provided for the remaining family of migrants? 

(Probe on: access to various local government functions (e.g. birth registration, marriage 

registration, citizenship certificate, land ownership); involvement in planning processes 

(VDC/DDC development plans); problem-solving functions (access to political parties, VDC, 

DDC, police etc. who?) 

5) What level of access to information do migrants and migrant families have on various 

State issues? How do they use this information? 

(Probe on: issues such as federalism, elections, constitution drafting process, what 

contribution migrants make based on information received etc.). 
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